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This dissertation documents the history of inequality endured by state-funded 
historically black colleges (HBCs) from 1930 to 1960. Through a comparative exploration of 
today’s North Carolina Central University and Virginia State University, it reveals how these 
institutions survived despite meager appropriations and provided black students, faculty, and 
administrators shelter from the storm of indignity created by segregation. Using a wide 
variety of sources, including correspondence records, student newspapers, oral histories, and 
civil rights organizations’ records, this dissertation shows how HBCs played an integral role 
in the black freedom struggle by inculcating a sense of citizenship in black youth when 
disfranchisement denied them formal participation in the body politic. It also reveals how 
state-funded HBCs functioned as sites of contestation where presidents, students, faculty, 
lawyers, state officials, and philanthropists sought to shape the schools to their own ends. 
Although state HBCs reflected white powerbrokers’ desire to define black educational 
progress, these long-standing educational institutions—symbols of resilience and pride in 
black communities—served as sanctuaries from which African Americans could endure and 
deliberate over the best tactics for achieving racial equality.  
By analyzing intergenerational dialogue that took place on HBC campuses, this 
dissertation offers new ways to think about the goals and methods of the black freedom 
	 iv 
struggle, particularly the struggle to desegregate education. Constrained by their roles as 
leaders of public institutions, presidents adopted a long-term vision for keeping their 
institutions afloat. Distancing themselves from litigation and direct action protest, they 
focused on upbuilding institutions that could provide equal, if separate, education to black 
students. Their “brick-and-mortar politics” clashed with their students’ desire to make swift 
change through more confrontational activism. Because ideas about how to best achieve 
racial equality were in flux during this period, the decision to confront segregation head-on 
was hardly a foregone conclusion. The impulse to equalize resources was as much a part of 
the conversation as the impulse to desegregate institutions. By interrogating the historical 
relationship between equality and desegregation, this study informs our understanding of the 
present system of public higher education, which is legally desegregated but contains sorely 
under-resourced historically black institutions.  










 Writing a dissertation is an incredible journey of self-discovery. One of the most 
important lessons I learned is that the only way to survive the long bouts of isolation required 
to finish is to find—and treasure—a supportive circle of mentors, colleagues, and friends. 
Although this project and its shortcomings are mine alone, its strengths are due to the 
wonderful group of human beings who showed up for me time after time.  
I am grateful to have landed in the history department at the University of North 
Carolina at Chapel Hill, where I benefitted from esteemed scholars and extensive resources. 
On our first Skype call while I was living in England and applying to graduate school, Jim 
Leloudis convinced me that this was the program to support my project, and he was 
absolutely right. As my advisor, Jim expressed enthusiasm for this dissertation from the 
beginning. His encyclopedic knowledge of North Carolina history, and particularly the 
development of the state’s segregated education system, informed my project in many ways. 
I am fortunate to have had an advisor who believes in doing history that matters, models 
engaged scholarship, and involves his graduate students in innovative teaching experiments.  
I am also grateful for Jim’s patience and understanding, which made a world of difference as 
I faced a number of “life’s curve balls” throughout the writing process.  
The other members of my committee shaped this dissertation through their 
extraordinary scholarship, helpful advice, and encouraging conversations. In a graduate 
seminar, Fitz Brundage encouraged me to find my voice as an historian and weigh in on key 
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historiographical debates in southern history. As I developed my prospectus, Fitz pointed me 
toward Virginia State as an institution of focus for this study. Kat Charron’s biography of 
Septima Clark inspired me as a new graduate student to pursue the intersections between 
education and the freedom struggle. She was kind enough to join my committee as an outside 
reader, and her unwavering support of me as a scholar and individual helped propel me to the 
finish line. I am grateful for her careful reading and thoughtful comments. How lucky I am to 
have landed in Chapel Hill before Jacquelyn Hall retired from teaching. Her seminars in 
women’s and gender history, oral history, and writing proved some of my most valuable 
graduate school experiences. I have Jacquelyn to thank for connecting me to the Southern 
Oral History Program and for welcoming me into the inspiring community of scholars and 
activists of which she and Bob Korstad are a part. Jerma Jackson’s seminar in African 
American History helped to refine my inchoate ideas about black educational leaders. I am 
grateful to Jerma for pressing me to think about this project in new ways, and for offering the 
encouraging, “Wow!” from time to time. I appreciate her insightful feedback. Outside of my 
committee, faculty members Kathleen DuVal, Malinda Maynor Lowery, Sarah Shields, 
Benjamin Waterhouse, and Heather Williams offered important lessons on how to research, 
write, teach, and survive in the academy. 
I am also grateful to a host of scholars outside of Chapel Hill who offered feedback 
on this project at various stages. Martha Biondi, Tracy K’Meyer, Robert Pratt, and Pat Thane 
read and commented on conference papers; Charles Bolton, Emilye Crosby, Pete Daniel, 
Steven Lawson, and Bill Link generously shared sources and their time. Through the 
Triangle African American History Colloquium (TAAHC), I gained access to an extensive 
and energizing network dedicated to the study of African American history and culture. My 
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mentors Michele Gillespie and Tony Badger listened to my earliest ideas about this topic and 
helped shape them into something more concrete.  
Support from a number of individuals and institutions helped me to research and 
write this dissertation. Many thanks to the Harry S. Truman Foundation, the Graduate School 
and History Department at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, the Center for the 
Study of the American South (CSAS), the Rockefeller Archive Center, and the North 
Caroliniana Society for providing financial support as I conducted archival research. I am 
especially grateful to CSAS and the family of Hugh McColl for providing me with a year-
long dissertation fellowship. I am indebted to many archivists for their assistance in helping 
me navigate collections and make sense of sources, especially Nancy Adgent, Joyce 
Chapman, Lucious Edwards, Laura Hart, Holly Smith, Jason Tomberlin, and Andre Vann. 
Anna Krome-Lukens and Rob Shapard helped me track down sources from out-of-town on 
more than one occasion. Chad Harris offered his skills as an editor. The Southern Oral 
History Program gave me the chance to collaborate with wonderful people and expand my 
research interests. I am especially grateful to Seth Kotch for the opportunity to work on the 
Civil Rights History Project. I owe enormous thanks to the students, faculty, and 
administrators of historically black colleges who shared their stories with me and from whom 
I learned far more than I could have from the written record alone. A National Endowment 
for the Humanities Summer Institute on the civil rights movement in Jackson, Mississippi 
connected me with an amazing group of movement scholars and movement veterans who 
influenced this project in meaningful ways. 
My friends and colleagues in Chapel Hill have sustained me throughout this process. 
Some of my greatest debts are to my writing partners and dear friends Jessie Wilkerson, 
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Anna Krome-Lukens, and Shannon Eaves. They held me accountable, read countless drafts, 
and provided useful suggestions. Most importantly, they believed in me. I am a better writer 
because of them, and my life is richer with them in it. Brad Proctor, Liz Ellis, Sarah 
McNamara, Ben Reid, and the women of PAW also provided writing support at critical 
junctures. Rob Shapard, Warren Milteer, and Adam Domby kept me company through 
coursework and comps. Josh Lynn and I shared TA duties, early morning breakfasts, and the 
joys of dog ownership. Mary Catherine Quintana proved a delightful roommate and 
connected me to life outside the history department. Brandon Byrd, Catherine Conner, Rob 
Ferguson, Hilary Green, and the rest of TAAHC showed me the joys of academic 
collaboration. Organizing the New Perspectives conference was easily one of the best parts 
of graduate school. Josh Davis inspired me with his hope for a more progressive future. Nora 
Doyle was a wonderful academic role model and a caring, crafty friend. Jonathan Hancock 
provided continuity in the midst of change and a great venue for watching basketball and 
soccer. David Williard helped me keep local coffee shops in business and reminded me that 
there is more to life than work. Meg Martin and Sean Stockton modeled partnership and 
parenthood, which I learned are best enjoyed with board games and bourbon. Sara Bush 
Castro taught me to trust the process and provided a listening ear on more than one occasion 
as I juggled writing and motherhood. Thank you also to my history friends across the pond 
with whom I began this journey, especially Daniel Matlin and Simon Stevens. 
Words are inadequate to express sufficient gratitude to my oldest and dearest friends, 
who remained loyal even when I spent far more of my time with this dissertation than with 
them. Ashley Bumgarner, Scott Killian, and their beautiful children made me a part of their 
family. Elizabeth Currin, Mary Dalton, Anjali Garg, Kendra Plating, and Rose Thorogood 
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sent well-timed messages of support. I am grateful to my new friends in Conway for helping 
me to find community where I least expected it and when I needed it most. 
 I am fortunate to have grown up in a family that never questioned the value of higher 
education. My late grandfather, Bob Lundeen, made it possible for me to follow this path. 
My dad and stepmom, Peter and Barb Lundeen, have always supported my decision to 
pursue the life of the mind. I am grateful to them, along with David and Shirley Kett, for 
being wonderful grandparents to my son. I am grateful to my late mother for passing on her 
love of history. She has shown me that people are complicated and, try as we might, we will 
never fully understand their choices. My big brothers, David and Geoffrey, set the bar high 
for nerdy achievements in our family. They understand my passion for this work, and they 
are among my fiercest advocates. Special thanks are reserved for my four-legged children, 
Layla and Nutmeg, who have ensured that I never have to write alone. 
My husband and best friend, Peter Kett, has been my constant companion and my 
greatest champion throughout this process. His faith in me has kept me going, as have his 
delicious meals and wicked sense of humor. I am grateful to have built our family alongside 
this dissertation, and that Oliver’s arrival has offered us both perspective on what truly 
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 Am I an American or am I a Negro? Can I be both? Or is it my duty to cease to be a Negro as soon 
 as possible and be an American? If I strive as a Negro, am I not perpetuating the very cleft that  
 threatens and separates Black and White America? 
     —W.E.B. Du Bois, “The Conservation of Races,” 18971 
  
 If any college prepares the Negro youth at all for service and dignified work, it is the Negro college. It  
matters not how one argues, the fact remains that we are Negroes first, and then Americans. Would 
that we could truthfully say that we are Americans first and Negroes next. 
     —William H. McClendon, Morehouse College student, 19342 
 
 In the summer of 1935, one year after resigning from his role as editor of the Crisis, the 
organ of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), W.E.B. 
Du Bois published “Does the Negro Need Separate Schools?” in the Journal of Negro 
Education. The article appeared in print at the very time Donald Murray’s NAACP-backed 
lawsuit was taking shape against the state of Maryland for denying him the opportunity to 
acquire a legal education at the state’s single all-white law school. Du Bois asked if African 
Americans were not better off in separate educational institutions wherein black students 
were educated by black teachers “who know what it means to be black” than in “mixed 
schools,” where black youth became “doormats to be spit upon and trampled upon.” So long 
as African Americans “cannot get fair recognition, either in classroom or on the campus, in 
dining halls and student activities, or in common human courtesy,” Du Bois argued, the 
                                                
1 W. E. B. Du Bois, “The Conservation of Races,” 1897, quoted in David Levering Lewis, W. E. B. Du Bois: A 
Biography 1868-1963 (New York: Holt, 2009), 573. 
 
2 William H. McClendon, “Which College—White or Negro?” The Crisis (September 1934), 265; Robert 
Cohen When the Old Left Was Young: Student Radicals and America’s First Mass Student Movement, 1929-
1941 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997), 208; Jean L. Preer, Lawyers v. Educators: Black Colleges 
and Desegregation in Public Higher Education (New York: Praeger, 1982), 24. See also, a response to 
McLendon from H.C. Jenkins, “That McLendon Article,” The Crisis (November 1934), 345. 
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answer to his question was a resounding “Yes.” Rather than devote themselves exclusively to 
the cause of ending legalized segregation, Du Bois urged African Americans to work to 
improve separate institutions, demand control over the administration of black education, 
and, most importantly believe in the ability of African Americans to educate themselves and 
achieve greatness. The project of investing in separate schools and turning them into centers 
for black history and culture must continue, Du Bois insisted, until African Americans could 
enjoy integrated classrooms where they were regarded as equal human beings.3 
 “Does the Negro Need Separate Schools?” reflected Du Bois’ broader thinking on the 
issue of segregation, which he posited was synonymous with racial discrimination only when 
accompanied by the deprivation of resources and the assumption of black inferiority. In the 
face of white America’s unrelenting racism, he thought, separate schools just like separate 
churches and neighborhoods would stimulate race consciousness and provide the solidarity 
and strength required for the struggle to achieve freedom and, ultimately, a racially integrated 
society. The leadership of the NAACP parted ways with Du Bois over his position and 
emphasized that the nation’s oldest civil rights organization would continue to endorse 
“unyielding opposition to any and every form of enforced segregation.” Although Du Bois’ 
attempt to reframe segregation was promptly dismissed by black leaders and the editors of 
major black newspapers, the questions he raised regarding the importance of separate 
institutions remained central to debates over black education for the foreseeable future, even 
as the answers to them changed over time.4 Would African Americans find better educational 
                                                
3 Du Bois, “Does the Negro Need Separate Schools?” The Journal of Negro Education 4, no. 3 (July 1935), 
328-335. 
 
4 Du Bois’ thoughts on segregation referenced here were published in the Crisis between 1933 and 1934. See, 
for example, “Segregation” (January 1934), “Segregation: A Symposium” (March 1934), “Segregation” (May 
1934), quoted in Lewis, W. E. B. Du Bois: A Biography, 568-574. For critiques of Du Bois’ stance on 
segregation, see William H. Hastie, “Oh Mr. Du Bois! How Could You,” Afro-American, 25 January 1934, 
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experiences within separate schools or in integrated settings? If energy was finite and 
resources scarce, was it better to invest in the improvement of black institutions to serve 
African Americans or to sustain the NAACP’s legal fight against segregation? What role did 
the black educational institution play in helping African Americans develop the knowledge, 
tools, and confidence to confront racial discrimination in broader society? As desegregation 
in education moved from a far-fetched ideal to a concrete possibility that could be achieved 
through litigation, how would the purpose of and need for the black educational institution 
evolve? 
 These questions occupied the minds of the individuals at the center of this dissertation: 
the students, faculty, and administrators who inhabited the South’s historically black colleges 
and universities during three pivotal decades in the black freedom struggle. These questions 
have also guided my interest in this history and influenced the parameters of my study of two 
historically black colleges (HBCs), one in North Carolina and the other in Virginia. I use Du 
Bois’ questions to guide my examination of these colleges between 1930, when the 
NAACP’s legal campaign for educational equality in the South was first gaining steam, and 
1960, when students from HBCs across the region launched the sit-in movement to topple 
Jim Crow segregation in all areas of life.  
                                                
“The Board of Directors on Segregation,” Crisis (May 1934), in Lewis, W. E. B. Du Bois, 570-572, 813; 
Patricia Sullivan, Lift Every Voice: The NAACP and the Making of the Civil Rights Movement (New York: New 
Press, 2009), 201, 205-210, 231-233; and Preer, Lawyers v. Educators, 24. To be sure, the leadership of the 
NAACP, particularly Walter White, did entertain the idea that African Americans in the 1930s might have a 
better experience in a separate, black college environment than at a predominantly white institution. Still, White 
maintained that African Americans must prioritize the struggle to topple segregation and reject any gesture 
toward accepting Jim Crow. If NAACP leaders were uncompromising in their views on segregation, the 
organization’s legal team in the 1930s and 1940s employed a strategy that targeted racial inequalities in 




 Scholars have well documented the birth of black colleges in the aftermath of the Civil 
War, as freedpeople, aided by northern missionaries and Reconstruction-era politicians, 
embarked on an expansive project to build educational institutions to preserve and expand 
the freedom of black Southerners. These works have shown how in the late-nineteenth and 
early-twentieth centuries, the efforts of freedpeople were stymied, in part, by the attempts of 
southern white state officials and northern white philanthropists to control and limit black 
educational progress and to replace classical curricula with programs favoring industrial and 
agricultural training.5 Likewise, the role played by black colleges in the 1960s civil rights 
struggle has been recognized by scholars of the movement who have highlighted black 
colleges as shelters and incubators for students who served as foot soldiers in the 
movement’s direct action phase, sparking enthusiasm for novel forms of protest and 
introducing new ideas about leadership and community organizing as embodied by the 
Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC).6  
                                                
5 Historian James Anderson’s foundational work, The Education of Blacks in the South, 1860-1935 (Chapel 
Hill: UNC Press, 1988) is still the most comprehensive piece of scholarship on this topic. See also, Eric 
Anderson and Alfred A. Moss, Jr., Dangerous Donations: Northern Philanthropy and Southern Black 
Education, 1902-1930 (1999). 
 
6 On civil rights activism involving HBCU students from the 1960s forward, see, for example, Martha Biondi, 
The Black Revolution on Campus (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2012); Joy Ann Williamson, 
Radicalizing the Ebony Tower: Black Colleges and the Black Freedom Struggle in Mississippi (New York: 
Teachers College Press, 2008); Peter Wallenstein, ed., Higher Education and the Civil Rights Movement: White 
Supremacy, Black Southerners, and College Campuses (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2009); Emilye 
Crosby, A Little Taste of Freedom: The Black Freedom Struggle in Claiborne County, Mississippi (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 2005); Charles Payne, I’ve Got the Light of Freedom: The Organizing 
Tradition and the Mississippi Freedom Struggle (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2007); and William 
Chafe, Civility and Civil Rights: Greensboro, North Carolina, and the Black Struggle for Freedom (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1981). Ibram Kendi sees the black campus movement of the late 1960s and early 
1970s as distinct yet related to black student activism dating back to the 1920s. See, The Black Campus 




 Brick and Mortar tells the story of black colleges in the intervening period, when ideas 
about how to best achieve racial equality in education were in flux.7 As the NAACP worked 
to build support for its legal strategy to challenge segregation in the classroom through the 
courts, African Americans expressed a variety of opinions on whether litigation was 
preferable to negotiation in achieving their aims, whether it was more practicable to prioritize 
attacking the doctrine of “separate but equal” itself or to strive for measured improvements to 
black schools, and whether they were prepared for the risks and costs associated with waging 
an open war on Jim Crow. By virtue of their leadership roles of all-black institutions, HBC 
administrators were among the last to embrace a full-fledged attack on segregation and a 
courtroom strategy that might alienate them from their white benefactors. Dissecting the 
varying perspectives on how and at what speed the movement for racial equality in education 
should proceed reveals that the decision to confront segregation head-on was hardly a 
                                                
7 Other historians of education have identified this intervening period as a critical area of study. For example, 
Sarah Thuesen, who has written about African American education in North Carolina between 1919 and 1965, 
suggests that we need a “fuller understanding of the period between Jim Crow’s origins and its de jure 
demise…. [when] segregated education received its fullest institutional expression and largest investments from 
southern state governments. At the same time, African Americans developed deep loyalties to their schools, 
teachers organizations, and parent associations, even as they mounted ever-stronger challenges to the notion that 
equality and segregation could coexist.” Sarah Caroline Thuesen, Greater than Equal: African American 
Struggles for Schools and Citizenship in North Carolina, 1919-1965 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina 
Press, 2013), 3. In his study of the modernization of southern public education from 1880 to 1920, James 
Leloudis notes the importance of studying this intervening period, stating that segregated schools “served as 
vital bridges between the freedom struggles of the late nineteenth century and those of the mid-twentieth.” 
Within segregated schools, black Southerners found the classroom to be “a refuge and a place to test and 
renegotiate the limits of white supremacy.” James L. Leloudis, Schooling the New South: Pedagogy, Self, and 
Society in North Carolina, 1880-1920 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1996), 228. Other 
scholarship covering the intervening period as it relates to the history of HBCUs is generally limited to 
biographies of college presidents. See, for example, Randal Jelks, Benjamin Elijah Mays: Schoolmaster of the 
Movement (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2012); Richard Robbins, Sidelines Activist: 
Charles S. Johnson and the Struggle for Civil Rights (Oxford: University Press of Mississippi, 1996); Wayne J. 
Urban, Black Scholar: Horace Mann Bond, 1904-1972 (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1992); Hoda M. 
Zaki, Civil Rights and Politics at Hampton Institute: The Legacy of Alonzo G. Moron (Urbana: University of 
Illinois Press, 2007); and Michael Dennis, Luther P. Jackson and a Life for Civil Rights (Gainesville: University 
Press of Florida, 2004). See also education scholars Marybeth Gasman and Roger L. Geiger’s edited volume on 
the history of black higher education during Jim Crow, Higher Education for African Americans before the 
Civil Rights Era, 1900-1964 (New Brunswick: Transaction Publishers, 2012). 
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foregone conclusion. The impulse to equalize was as much a part of the conversation as the 
impulse to desegregate. The strategy pursued in Brown v. Board, which overturned Plessy v. 
Ferguson, emerged at the end of a long and winding process involving not only the architects 
of the NAACP-sponsored legal agenda but also the black communities whose lives and 
livelihoods were directly affected. Understanding this process demonstrates the extent to 
which Jim Crow segregation and the white political and economic power it was designed to 
preserve placed pressure on African Americans in vulnerable positions, particularly those 
who worked in institutions operating under the influence of white segregationist state 
officials. 
 After the NAACP achieved victory in Brown, and its legal team began the long and 
arduous work of implementing desegregation in the classroom, a new point of contention 
emerged over whether legal strategies alone could bring about the social change promised in 
Brown or whether new methods were required to achieve black freedom. This time, black 
college students represented the vanguard of the movement, leading the charge to topple 
segregation outside of the classroom through visible, vocal, and direct methods. NAACP 
lawyers as well as black college presidents proved initially resistant, some of them never 
fully embracing the students’ sit-ins, pickets, and marches. Others, after recognizing that the 
train was leaving the station whether or not they were on board, became supporters; they 
offered legal and financial assistance from their relatively privileged positions, and they 
attempted to negotiate an end to segregated dining establishments and public facilities with 
local white business owners and elected officials. In each instance, deliberations among 
African Americans surrounding the optimal path to racial equality, both in education and in 
broader society, reveal that multiple factors—including social class, professional status, and 
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generation—influenced individual perspectives on the struggle. Throughout the three decades 
at the center of this story, which saw multiple strategies for resisting black subordination 
unfold, black colleges stood tall in the background. As much as they were reminders of white 
powerbrokers’ desire to define black educational progress, these long-standing educational 
institutions—symbols of resilience and pride in black communities—provided a foundation 
and sustenance for the struggle ahead; they served as sanctuaries from which African 
Americans could endure and resist Jim Crow.8  
*** 
 The two historically black institutions at this dissertation’s core—North Carolina 
College (today’s North Carolina Central University) and Virginia State College (today’s 
Virginia State University)—were places characterized by deprivation, resistance, repression, 
and ingenuity throughout the freedom struggle. The institutions were also places of 
contestation whose purpose and meaning varied according to the multiple constituencies 
vying for control of what was taught and which agenda was served within the campus gates. 
Black college presidents, black college students, black faculty members, black lawyers, white 
state officials, and northern white philanthropists all sought to shape the institutions to their 
own ends. Black students, administrators, and faculty members breathed life into these 
schools just as white powerbrokers sought to use the colleges to preserve a segregated South. 
 Because they depended primarily upon state legislatures for annual appropriations to 
cover operating expenses, maintenance funds, and infrastructure improvements, North 
Carolina College (NCC) and Virginia State College (VSC) subsisted on a bare-bones budget 
                                                
8 On the idea of black institutions as “sanctuaries,” see William H. Chafe, Raymond Gavins and Robert 
Korstad, eds., Remembering Jim Crow: African Americans Tell about Life in the Segregated South (New York: 
New Press, 2001), xxxii. 
 
8 
that was occasionally supplemented by contributions from the Rockefeller-backed General 
Education Board (GEB) and other northern philanthropies. Dollars spent per pupil at NCC 
and VSC paled in comparison to the dollars invested in each state’s historically white 
collegiate institutions. This intentional deprivation by white lawmakers reveals an insidious 
and under-explored aspect of segregation. Due to the constraints posed by this environment 
of institutional poverty, students, faculty, and administrators at NCC and VSC were forced to 
do more with less. Buildings on campus were cramped and often required to house several 
programs and serve multiple purposes; repairs were made only when money was available; 
structures that were uninhabitable were left standing until funds were released for their 
demolition and replacement. Library resources, critical to faculty research and student 
learning, were often second-hand and in short supply; certain equipment was simply 
unavailable for lab sciences. Professors were paid pitifully little and required to teach a heavy 
load. To acquire top credentials in their respective fields, and thus be eligible for higher 
salaries, faculty had to travel to universities in the North since HBCs did not offer doctoral 
work.9   
                                                
9 Prior to the desegregation of graduate and professional education in 1950, black teachers and professors who 
desired advanced training could attend a limited number of master’s or professional programs at HBCs, or 
travel north for master’s, professional, or doctoral programs at universities open to them. In response to initial 
desegregation challenges, southern state legislatures began offering out-of-state tuition scholarships for African 
American students. Southern states, however, only offered scholarships for programs that were available to 
white students but foreclosed to black students within their borders. African Americans who wished to pursue a 
program for which there was no equivalent available to white students in their state turned to the Rockefeller-
backed General Education Board (GEB), which provided graduate scholarships from the 1920s through the 
1950s. This was the primary avenue through which black faculty at HBCs pursued their doctoral training, 
usually during the summer months because their institutions could not afford to allow faculty members leave 
during the academic year. NCC president Alfonso Elder, for example, received two GEB graduate 
fellowships—one to complete his master’s degree and one to complete his doctoral work in education at 
Columbia University. See Alfonso Elder, applications, 1923-1924, 1936-1937, Folder 2420, Box 240, Series 
1.2, General Education Board Papers, Rockefeller Archive Center, Sleepy Hollow, New York. See also 




 Yet alongside the conditions created by a deprivation of resources existed a rich culture 
characterized by academic rigor, celebrations of black achievement, and pride in the 
institution. Literary and dramatic societies, debating circles, political organizations, campus 
newspapers, fraternities and sororities, and student governments provided students at NCC 
and VSC with opportunities to develop, showcase their talents, and build relationships with 
fellow students at theirs and neighboring HBC campuses. Organized in conjunction with 
state teacher associations, active chapters of the Association for the Study of Negro Life and 
History (ASNLH) instilled in NCC and VSC students the importance of studying and 
teaching Black history. Campus branches of the NAACP provided students with an outlet to 
organize against racial violence and support the organization’s defense of African Americans 
facing an unjust legal system. These campus activities and organizations bolstered the 
confidence of students at NCC and VSC, armed them with the knowledge that they deserved 
more, and countered the image of racial inferiority perpetuated by white Southerners.  
 I argue that these institutions served as an integral part of the black freedom struggle, 
the infrastructure that sheltered black youth and their mentors from the indignities of Jim 
Crow and gave them strength and courage to demand full citizenship. Although NCC and 
VSC were subjected to surveillance by white state officials, they were full of autonomous 
spaces where African Americans discussed strategies for resistance, from voter registration 
drives to pickets and demonstrations. Professors’ offices sometimes doubled as headquarters 
for the local NAACP, and their civics classes served as seminars on the inner workings of 
democracy and the importance of the ballot in achieving black freedom. Conversations could 
be had in these spaces that could not occur in other spaces, where whites expected deference 
from African Americans and certain behaviors were punishable by law or extralegal 
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violence. Through chapel hour speakers and on-campus performances, administrators at NCC 
and VSC exposed black youth to African-American intellectuals, cultural icons, and 
organizational leaders who played major roles in the freedom struggle. Black college 
campuses also connected young African Americans with labor organizations like the Student 
Negro Youth Congress and the biracial National Student League. Although white state 
officials intended state-funded black college campuses to produce skilled laborers and trained 
teachers prepared to staff black public schools, the institutions in practice produced black 
graduates who were ready to serve as leaders in the struggle to achieve racial equality. 
 The idea of the black college as an incubator of resistance is at odds with the image of 
the black college as a tightly controlled, repressive environment. This dissertation takes on 
this stereotype of the black institution and examines its roots not only in the influence exerted 
by white powerbrokers but also in the leadership practices of black administrators. Black 
college presidents have featured in both fictional and historical literature as power-hungry 
accommodationists who sold out the NAACP and punished rebellious students in order to 
appease white funders, and thereby preserve their power.10 While there is certainly some 
truth to these stereotypes, this dissertation explores why black college presidents often chose 
to placate white state officials; where their impulse to exert control over black students, in 
particular, came from; and how their style of leadership changed over time and from one 
administration to the next.  
                                                
10 For fictional accounts featuring this stereotypical black college president, see Ralph Ellison, Invisible Man 
(New York: Vintage Books, 1947); and J. Saunders Redding, Stranger and Alone (Boston: Northeastern 
University Press, 1950). For discussions of both works, see Adam Fairclough, Teaching Equality: Black 
Schools in the Age of Jim Crow (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2001), 14, 24-26. Historical 
contemporaries of black college presidents advanced these stereotypes as well. See Langston Hughes, “Cowards 
from the Colleges,” The Crisis (August 1934); and Lewis K. McMillan, “Negro Higher Education as I Have 
Known It,” Journal of Negro Education 8 (January 1939). 
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 I begin by analyzing the “founding generation” of black college presidents—the 
administrators who built their schools from the ground-up in the late-nineteenth and early-
twentieth centuries, when white supremacist state legislatures stripped black men of the 
franchise and sought to enforce the separation of the races through Jim Crow laws, 
particularly in the area of education.11 The complex power structure that governed 
historically black institutions, particularly state schools, involved white southern politicians 
and northern philanthropists who placed pressure on the black founders and made clear that 
the presidents’ positions were contingent upon maintaining campus discipline and running 
decisions through heavily or exclusively white boards of trustees. I argue that many black 
college presidents imposed strict regulations on the movement, expression, and conduct of 
students and faculty on their campuses in response to this climate of constraint and the 
psychic toll involved in running ever-struggling institutions. The founding generation was 
comprised almost exclusively of men who had personally experienced the loss of formal 
political power and feared losing their jobs and the schools into which they had invested so 
much. I suggest their strict management practices as heads of their institutions and their 
actions designed to court favor from white funders were attempts to regain some semblance 
of power and autonomy.12 Sometimes the deferential behavior and astute publicity schemes 
                                                
11 Because publicly supported black educational institutions were established later than historically black 
colleges founded by private religious organizations in the aftermath of Reconstruction, the “founding 
generation” described here is specific to the presidents of state schools. Indeed, white men served as the 
presidents or principals of many private, denominational HBCs until the 1940s when the Hampton Institute, 
Howard University, and Fisk University installed their first black presidents. The founders of black institutions 
share many characteristics across time and place, such as immense pride and enormous personal investment in 
their institutions. This dissertation, however, focuses on two founders who upbuilt their schools in a historically 
specific environment—that of the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century South when the legislative power 
of white supremacists necessitated particular political maneuvering on the part of the presidents. Although John 
Gandy was not the founding president of Virginia State, he presided over the institution as it transitioned from a 
normal and industrial institute to a four-year college. 
 
12 On black men’s leadership of institutions as a surrogate for politics during this period, see Glenda E. Gilmore, 
Gender and Jim Crow: Women and the Politics of White Supremacy in North Carolina, 1896-1920 (Chapel 
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of black college administrators obscured activities and programming on their campuses to 
which white funders would object. Donors and state legislators believed their dollars were 
financing industrial institutes, but faculty often taught a liberal arts curriculum beneath the 
surface. Likewise, stated opposition to civil rights organizations like the NAACP served to 
distract from a president’s commitment to full racial equality. I argue that this leadership 
style, which relied on the image of a president in control of his campus and yet deferential to 
white powerbrokers, constituted a brick-and-mortar politics, wherein black administrators 
operated in strategic, canny, and often objectionable ways to allow their institutions to 
survive and indeed thrive as reliable foundations in the black community.13  
                                                
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1996), 61-89; Angela Hornsby-Gutting, Black Manhood and 
Community Building in North Carolina, 1900-1930 (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2011); Martin 
Summers, Manliness and its Discontents: The Black Middle Class and the Transformation of Masculinity, 
1900-1930 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2004); Elsa Barkley Brown, “Negotiating and 
Transforming the Public Sphere: African American Political Life in the Transition from Slavery to Freedom,” 
Public Culture 7 (1994), 107-146; and Jane Dailey, Before Jim Crow: The Politics of Race in Post-
Emancipation Virginia (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2000). 
 
13 My discussion of “brick-and-mortar politics” has been influenced by scholars who have recognized black 
educators’ pragmatic strategies, designed to eke out precious resources from white state officials or 
philanthropists without evoking charges of “political agitation.” See, for example, Gilmore’s description of 
black clubwomen and educators like Charlotte Hawkins Brown as “interracial diplomats” and “double agents,” 
ever skilled at “paying lip service to the ideal of producing servants for white people” while quietly building up 
schools for African Americans in the Jim Crow South. Gender and Jim Crow, 134-160, 178-186. See also 
Fairclough’s discussion of black teachers’ gradualist philosophy of racial advancement as achieved through 
education and by eschewing politics. Teaching Equality, 13-16. Fairclough also describes black teachers and 
college presidents, in particular, as “canny diplomats.” A Class of Their Own: Black Teachers in the Segregated 
South (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2007), 180. Robert J. Norrell’s biography of Booker T. 
Washington frames him as a complex strategist operating within the constraints of Jim Crow, which “set narrow 
and unjust limits on what he could do to pursue his ends.” Up from History: The Life of Booker T. Washington 
(Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2011), 16. Black college presidents themselves 
sometimes reflected on the strategies they developed in light of the constraints they faced. See, for example, 
North Carolina Central University President Albert N. Whiting’s description of the “administrative craftiness” 
and “strategic guile” practiced by many of his predecessors and contemporaries. Guardians of the Flame: 
Historically Black Colleges Yesterday, Today, and Tomorrow (Washington, DC: American Association of State 
Colleges and Universities, 1991). My interpretation of brick-and-mortar politics also draws from scholars who 
have written about the importance of strengthening black institutions to survive segregation. See, for example, 
Walter B. Weare, Black Business in the New South: A Social History of the North Carolina Mutual Life 
Insurance Company (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1973); David T. Beito and Linda Royster Beito, 
Black Maverick: T. R. M. Howard’s Fight for Civil Rights and Economic Power (Urbana: University of Illinois 
Press, 2009); Brandon K. Winford, “The Battle for Freedom Begins Every Morning: John Hervey Wheeler and 
the Brokering of the Civil Rights Movement, 1908-1969” (PhD diss., University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill, 
2014). Finally, my ideas about brick-and-mortar politics were influenced by conversations with colleagues, 
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 Brick-and-mortar politics also characterized the founding generation’s successors, the 
“mediators” who ushered black college campuses through the post-World War II period and 
a more confrontational phase of the black freedom struggle in which toppling segregation 
emerged as a primary goal. The “mediating generation” faced a similar set of constraints but 
a different set of political circumstances than their predecessors. While southern state 
officials continued to place pressure on black college presidents in the postwar period, they 
now had a vested interest in the state-funded black college as a bulwark against integration. 
Because of a robust legal agenda constructed by the NAACP to desegregate schools, 
beginning with the college classroom, black college presidents had more room to maneuver 
and, importantly, more funds to invest in their institutions. Black colleges were by no means 
equal to their white counterparts, but the 1940s and 1950s represented a period of enormous 
growth for these institutions.  
 The life experiences of the mediators differed from the founders in significant ways. 
They had not witnessed disfranchisement and its accompanying violence by white 
Southerners seeking to punish any political activity on the part of African Americans, though 
they certainly lived with its legacy. Some of them had come of age as loyalists to the 
NAACP, and others came to support its agenda after World War II when it became clear that 
the only way to achieve full racial equality was to topple Jim Crow segregation. These 
administrators believed it was their duty to sustain and grow black colleges so that they could 
continue to serve black students who had no desire to become pioneers in the quest to 
integrate historically white institutions and the vast majority of African Americans who 
                                                
mentors, and movement veterans during a National Endowment for the Humanities Summer Institute on the 
Civil Rights Movement, held at Jackson State University in the summer of 2014. I am grateful for my fellow 
participants and the Fannie Lou Hamer Institute for shaping my scholarship in meaningful ways.  
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would continue to be denied access to predominantly white institutions for the foreseeable 
future. In turn, they saw themselves as mediators between white state officials and black 
college students who participated in growing numbers in the black freedom struggle. While 
state officials warned college presidents to keep “agitation” at bay on their campuses, the 
presidents refused to intervene in students’ lives as citizens and off-campus.14  
 In addition to black college presidents, this dissertation focuses on black college 
students and the role they played in shaping their colleges into institutions that would allow 
them to acquire the best possible education within segregation. While each student spent just 
a handful of years on campus in contrast to the decades spent by each administrator, I show 
that the student bodies at both North Carolina College and Virginia State served continuously 
as a force for change. This dissertation examines several pivotal moments in what historian 
Ibram Kendi has deemed the “long black student movement,” wherein students at black 
colleges launched campaigns to democratize their campuses and secure a role in campus 
governance; volunteered to put themselves on the line by serving as named plaintiffs in 
lawsuits to break open the doors of the South’s oldest historically white universities; and 
spearheaded a direct action protest movement to end segregation in public accommodations 
and dining establishments. In so doing, the students demanded recognition of their rights as 
full citizens and their dignity as human beings.15 As they struck for their rights on and off 
                                                
14 Some contemporary black college presidents did not share the “mediator” mentality expressed by the 
presidents in this dissertation. Instead, they continued throughout the 1950s and 1960s to accommodate white 
officials’ demands by punishing student protesters. See, for example, Jacob Reddix at Jackson State University 
in Mississippi and Felton G. Clark at Southern University in Louisiana. 
 
15 Ibram X. Kendi’s conception of a long black student movement includes black student protests against 
draconian rules and regulations on HBC campuses in the 1920s; black student activism against segregation in 
the 1930s and 1940s, which he argues emerged alongside economic justice struggles; black student activism 
against segregation in broader society as part the late 1950s and early 1960s civil rights movement; and the 
black campus movement inspired by the black power movement of the late 1960s and early 1970s. Kendi’s 
“Long Black Student Movement” has its genesis in the frameworks of African American activism offered by 
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campus and joined forces with students at other institutions as well as African Americans in 
the broader community, black college students derived inspiration for their struggle from the 
relationships they had built at NCC and VSC. Affirmed by professors who believed in the 
power of black intellect and the value of black history and culture, students developed the 
courage and confidence to organize for their rights in the outside world. At times, students’ 
agendas clashed with those of their presidents; indeed, students sometimes organized protests 
against the campus administration. I argue that these moments of intraracial and 
intergenerational tension were productive sparks in the freedom struggle. By articulating 
their own approach to racial equality in contrast to that of their elders, black college students 
engineered new tactics and produced energy for the battle ahead.16 
*** 
 Through a longitudinal and comparative study of publicly funded historically black 
institutions, Brick and Mortar contributes to and connects scholarship on black institutions  
during segregation; African American politics and leadership; and the civil rights movement, 
particularly the struggle to desegregate education. This dissertation contributes to these 
bodies of literature in three ways. First, I demonstrate that the story of state-funded black 
                                                
Jacquelyn Dowd Hall’s “Long Civil Rights Movement” and Peniel Joseph’s “long Black Power Movement.” 
See Kendi, The Black Campus Movement, 2-6, 29-30, 49, 67-68; Hall, “The Long Civil Rights Movement and 
the Political Uses of the Past,” Journal of American History 91 (2005): 1233-1263; Peniel Joseph, ed., The 
Black Power Movement: Rethinking the Civil Rights-Black Power Era (New York: Routledge, 2006). 
 
16 My thoughts on intraracial tension as productive rather than disruptive to the black freedom struggle are 
inspired by Leslie Brown, who wrote: “Because Jim Crow presented a confounding adversary, unity against it 
could emerge in a moment but dissipate just as quickly. In fact, unified action was not necessarily the most 
effective means of struggle against an amorphous enemy….Disunity represented structural cracks in black 
communities but also revealed how different contingents of African Americans adapted to racial conditions that 
expanded and contracted with possibilities. Accordingly, intraracial tensions could operate as creative or 
complementary forces as well as adversarial ones. Friction might waste energy, but it also generated the sparks 
that lit new initiatives, new forms of resistance, accommodation, and protest, and new strategies of survival, 
endurance, and achievement.” Upbuilding Black Durham: Gender, Class, and Black Community Development 
in the Jim Crow South (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2008), 12. 
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colleges is a critical but under-explored piece of the larger body of scholarship that testifies 
to the strength and importance of black institutions during Jim Crow. I draw inspiration from 
the work of several scholars who first devised a framework for understanding the “interior 
life” or life “behind the veil” of segregation. These foundational works have documented the 
ways in which African Americans created institutions—including businesses, churches, and 
voluntary associations—to survive and sustain themselves while also searching for cracks 
and crevices through which they might resist the oppressive regime.17 Of course, black 
schools have occupied a central place in these studies. The earliest works to investigate the 
history of African American education in the post-Reconstruction South emphasized the 
efforts of white philanthropists and state officials to limit resources and curricula in black 
schools as a means to control black education and black citizenship.18 Subsequent studies 
moved forward in time to explore black schools in the decades leading up to the Brown v. 
Board decision. In these works, designed to counter narratives of segregated schools as 
symbols of inferiority, the black schoolhouse emerged as a site of black autonomy and 
community pride.19 This dissertation draws from both strands of scholarship to show that in 
                                                
17 See, for example, William H. Chafe, Raymond Gavins and Robert Korstad, eds., Remembering Jim Crow, 
which is based on the decade-long oral history project, Behind the Veil; Neil R. McMillen, Dark Journey: Black 
Mississippians in the Age of Jim Crow (Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1990); Gilmore, Gender and Jim 
Crow; Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham, Righteous Discontent: The Women’s Movement in the Black Baptist 
Church 1880-1920 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1993); Leon F. Litwack, Trouble in Mind: Black 
Southerners in the Age of Jim Crow (New York: Vintage Books, 1999); Weare, Black Business in the New 
South; and Leslie Brown, Upbuilding Black Durham. 
 
18 See, for example, Louis R. Harlan, Separate and Unequal: Public School Campaigns and Racism in the 
Southern Seaboard States, 1901-1915 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1958); Anderson, The 
Education of Blacks in the South; Anderson and Moss, Dangerous Donations. 
 
19 Vanessa Siddle Walker’s study of the Caswell County Training School in North Carolina demonstrates how 
supportive teachers, involved parents, and committed faculty members ensured that black students had access to 
an outstanding learning environment that fostered academic success even though the school experienced 
resource deprivation at the hands of its white school board. Their Highest Potential: An African American 
School Community in the Segregated South (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1996). See also 
David Cecelski, Along Freedom Road: Hyde County, North Carolina, and the Fate of Black Schools in the 
South (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1994); Fairclough, A Class of Their Own. 
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the case of state-funded black colleges, white public officials’ efforts to control black higher 
education and enforce segregation limited the resources available to black colleges and the 
programs accessible to black students; however, white officials could not extinguish the 
desire of black students, faculty, and administrators to create autonomous spaces within their 
institutions that sustained their struggle. A comprehensive history of historically black 
colleges and universities during Jim Crow remains unwritten, but this dissertation contributes 
to that larger project. 
 Second, by zeroing in on the black college campus, this dissertation reveals an 
instructive intergenerational dialogue on the goals and methods of the black freedom 
struggle. I highlight the perspective of an older generation of African American moderates 
that, at times, has been overshadowed by the courageous stories of younger and more radical 
black leaders. While it is tempting to focus on the dramatic moments of confrontation 
between white segregationists and black activists—the lawsuits, marches, boycotts, and sit-
ins—this dissertation brings the institution building and pragmatic politicking of the 
movement’s moderates to the foreground.20 Over the past decade, historians have answered 
Jacquelyn Dowd Hall’s call for scholarship that makes the civil rights movement “harder to 
simplify, appropriate, and contain” by recognizing its “long” roots.21 This “long civil rights 
                                                
20 Media portrayals of the 1950s and 1960s were notorious for producing this skewed view of the movement 
that focused typically on charismatic male leaders and protests featuring nonviolent African American 
protesters pitted against violent white mobs. As Jacquelyn Dowd Hall and others have noted, these media 
portrayals—conveyed through the new technology of television—suggested a movement that seemed to “come 
out of nowhere, to have no precedents, no historical roots.” Hall, “The Long Civil Rights Movement and the 
Political Uses of the Past,” 1236. See also Charles Payne, “The Rough Draft of History,” in I’ve Got the Light of 
Freedom, 391-405. 
 
21 Specifically, Hall has called upon historians to tell stories of the past that “emphasize individual 
agency…while also dramatizing the hidden history of policies and institutions…” Likewise, Hall has warned 
against “simple dichotomies” and “satisfying upward or downward arcs” and urged scholars to construct a truer 
narrative of a “long civil rights movement” whose path has involved twists and turns, roadblocks and 
breakthroughs, and yet remains ongoing. “The Long Civil Rights Movement,” 1235, 1262-1263. I have 
benefitted from many of the works produced in this wave of “long civil rights movement” scholarship, 
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movement” scholarship has reminded us of the freedom struggle’s broad cast of characters, 
its multitude of methods, and the sense of contingency facing its participants. I draw 
inspiration from the work of legal historian Tomiko Brown-Nagin, who used the term 
“pragmatic civil rights” to describe the strategy of black lawyers in 1940s Atlanta who 
developed an independent brand of activism to achieve racial equality by privileging politics 
over litigation and choosing methods that would protect the “economic self-sufficiency” and 
“personal autonomy” these leaders had achieved within segregation.22 This dissertation’s 
black college presidents, like Brown-Nagin’s lawyers, often sought to reform the system of 
Jim Crow rather than dismantle it—a strategy they feared would destroy the segregated 
institutions into which they had invested so much. In turn, black college students dismissed 
this elder generation’s pragmatism, their brick-and-mortar politics, in favor of more 
confrontational methods. Returning to Hall’s framework, I argue that we cannot understand 
the latter generation without an appreciation of the former. The institutions designed and 
preserved by the elder moderates, after all, provided foundations for the younger students, 
whose sit-ins and direct action protests have more often been featured in narratives of the 
movement.23 
                                                
particularly the studies that have deepened our understanding of the links between education and the black 
freedom struggle. See, for example, Katherine Mellen Charron, Freedom’s Teacher: The Life of Septima Clark 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2009); Glenda E. Gilmore, Defying Dixie: The Radical Roots 
of Civil Rights, 1919-1950 (New York: Norton, 2008); Crystal R. Sanders, A Chance for Change: Head Start 
and Mississippi’s Black Freedom Struggle (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2016); Thuesen, 
Greater than Equal; Kendi, The Black Campus Movement; Biondi, The Black Revolution on Campus.  
 
22 Tomiko Brown-Nagin, Courage to Dissent: Atlanta and the Long History of the Civil Rights Movement (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2011), especially 1-11. 
 
23 I build here as well on the work of Joy-Ann Williamson, who has argued student participants in the civil 
rights movement are not featured activist students but as student activists “devoid of any meaningful 
institutional affiliation.” Williamson suggests that we must consider young people’s identities as students and 
activists to fully understand their motivations for taking part in the movement as well as the role played by the 




 By examining the attitudes of black college presidents toward civil rights, this 
dissertation demonstrates the diversity of opinions held by black leaders in the civil rights era 
and reminds us of the uncertainty with which movement participants pressed forward. With 
the benefit of hindsight, it is tempting to slip into narratives that progress toward the 
seemingly inevitable outcome of toppling Jim Crow. This dissertation reminds us that for 
historical actors, the tides of white supremacy were unpredictable and navigating them 
required experimentation with a variety of strategies and tactics. Thus it is important to 
consider all strategies proposed, not simply those that emerged as successful. In doing so, I 
aim to move away from the dichotomies and stereotypes that have often pervaded previous 
discussions of black leadership. My discussion of brick-and-mortar politicians and the 
dynamics observed between the “founding” and “mediating” generations deepen and 
complicate our understanding of figures that have been written off simplistically as “Uncle 
Toms” on the “wrong” side of the protest-accommodation divide. In this endeavor, I am 
building on the work of historians Adam Fairclough, Raymond Gavins, Glenda Gilmore, and 
Robert Norrell, who have shown black educators during Jim Crow to be “racial diplomats” 
and “double agents” who cloaked their projects for racial equality in the rhetoric of 
appeasement.24 Through biographical sketches of four college presidents at two institutions 
over the course of three decades, this dissertation investigates how the role of black moderate 
educators changed over time, evaluating their politics in light of the constraints they faced 
and in conversation with the students they served. 
                                                
24 Fairclough concludes that we must weigh the “known good” accomplished by Booker T. Washington, Robert 
R. Moton, Mary McLeod Bethune, Charlotte Hawkins Brown, and other black educational leaders who 
functioned as “racial diplomats” or “double agents” against their “suspected harm.” Washington, for example, 
succeeded in strengthening black education and never flinched from advocating the goal of racial equality, even 
if the methods he pursued were politically and economically conservative. Fairclough, Teaching Equality, 14-
17, 24-26; See also Raymond Gavins, The Perils and Prospects of Southern Black Leadership: Gordon Blaine 
Hancock, 1884-1970 (Durham: Duke University Press, 1977), 161-162. 
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 Finally, this dissertation breaks new ground by examining the relationship between 
equality and desegregation in the context of higher education. Long after the NAACP 
initiated lawsuits to demand full integration, black college presidents remained wedded to a 
vision of equality that demanded equal resources, desiring to see their institutions become 
equal to historically white universities. Building on the recent work of historians who have 
parsed the differences between “equalization” and “desegregation,” this dissertation reveals 
that historical actors rarely viewed desegregation as the only or primary means to equality.25 
The NAACP’s lawyers ultimately chose desegregation over equalization—the strategy of 
suing state governments to provide equal, if separate, funding and resources to black and 
white schools—because they found it unlikely that state governments would ever put forth 
sufficient resources to make black schools truly equal. But decoupling the goal of 
equalization from the legal battles to desegregate schools resulted in a legally desegregated 
system of public education containing sorely underfunded and under-resourced historically 
black institutions—disparities that continue to the present. By taking this discussion into the 
arena of higher education, this dissertation builds on histories of education that see 
desegregation as a long process and have moved away from a central focus on the Brown 
decision.26 I show that efforts to achieve and implement desegregation required numerous 
                                                
25 See, especially, Thuesen, Greater Than Equal; Karen Kruse Thomas, Deluxe Jim Crow: Civil Rights and 
American Health Policy, 1935-1954 (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2011). 
 
26 Jack Dougherty cautions us against privileging Brown’s goal of integration above other efforts to reform 
education for the benefit of African Americans, such as hiring black teachers, emphasizing Afrocentric 
curricula, and increasing black community control over schools. More Than One Struggle: The Evolution of 
Black School Reform in Milwaukee (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2004). Tracy K’Meyer’s 
study of Louisville, Kentucky provides a model of scholarship on school desegregation that traces the “long 
struggle” to achieve integration for decades after the Brown decision. From Brown to Meredith: The Long 
Struggle for School Desegregation in Louisville, Kentucky, 1954-2007 (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 2013). A compelling rationale for expanding the chronology of school desegregation appears 
Hall’s framing of the “long civil rights movement.” See “The Long Civil Rights Movement,” 1255-1258. 
Although numerous studies have expanded our understanding of desegregation in K-12 education, the literature 
on desegregation in higher education is comparatively thin. Notable works include Wallenstein, ed., Higher 
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cases, not just the few often highlighted as legal milestones; moreover, the process unfolded 
in a different way at each institution. As plaintiffs and activists, black college students’ 
efforts to desegregate historically white institutions of higher education were at the center of 
this struggle, and this dissertation adds their stories to the narrative often dominated by case 
law and NAACP strategy. 
 This dissertation uses an in-depth comparative study of two black college campuses to 
illustrate experiences shared across black institutions as well as the variations in black 
institutional culture. A fine-grained analysis of two schools provides detailed answers to the 
questions first posed by Du Bois about separate institutions: The histories of NCC and VSC 
affirm the indispensable role played by black educational institutions in preparing black 
youth to face the harsh realities of white supremacy outside their protective campuses just as 
they reveal the difficult conditions created by a lack of institutional resources. My selection 
of two publicly funded institutions demonstrates the lengths to which southern state 
governments would go to maintain segregation in education while only providing black 
institutions the bare minimum of resources necessary to deter legal action. By focusing on 
several moments in which students protested the limitations of their college environment, this 
dissertation demonstrates that student activism emerged at public institutions as well as 
private institutions despite the pressure exerted on administrators by state officials.27 
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27 My decision to highlight the position of state-funded black institutions during the freedom struggle is 
influenced by Joy Ann Williamson’s comparative study of black colleges in Mississippi. Williamson notes that 
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 Established by state legislator Alfred Harris, the descendent of free black Virginians, 
Virginia State began as a normal school and liberal arts college in 1883. Located in the mill 
town of Ettrick just outside Petersburg, the Virginia Normal and Collegiate Institute, as it 
was then known, flourished for five years before the Democratic legislature began to 
dismantle this symbol of black political power and African Americans’ determination to 
educate themselves and their children in slavery’s shadows. White supremacist Democrats’ 
efforts to disfranchise black voters at the turn of the twentieth century coincided with their 
decision to downgrade the black college to an industrial institute along the lines of Hampton 
and Tuskegee. From 1902 to 1923, the renamed Virginia Normal and Industrial Institute, the 
state’s sole publicly funded institution of higher education for African Americans, operated 
without a college program. The Virginia legislature authorized the reinstatement of college 
work after repeated attempts by Virginia N&I President John M. Gandy to convince 
lawmakers that the state needed to offer four-year degrees to produce qualified black teachers 
for the state’s public schools, which increasingly required bachelor’s degrees as opposed to 
normal certificates. A new charter issued in 1930 rebranded the institution as Virginia State 
College for Negroes. Designated as the state’s recipient of federal land-grant funds 
earmarked for African American education, Virginia State College emphasized collegiate 
work in agricultural and vocational subjects. The lack of another publicly funded teacher-
                                                
the degree to which a college was active in the civil rights movement was not wholly dependent on its 
relationship with the state, even though scholars have assumed that private black colleges were “shielded” from 
state oversight and thus “had more latitude to serve the movement.” Williamson shows that students at public 
and private black institutions in Mississippi participated in activism during the 1960s; she also indicates that the 
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activism. Accordingly, Williamson calls for more nuanced studies of black institutions as movement centers—
studies that move beyond monolithic arguments about “the private college” or “the public college” and explore 
the particularities of individual campus cultures. Radicalizing the Ebony Tower, 3-4. 
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training institution for African Americans necessitated that VSC also continue to serve as the 
state’s black normal.28 
 While Virginia State College was founded within the state system, North Carolina 
College represents one of many historically black institutions that originated as a private 
institution but was absorbed by the state due to financial difficulties. In 1909, the 
nondenominational National Religious Training School and Chautauqua began training black 
ministers and future race leaders in Durham, North Carolina. Its founder, James E. Shepard 
canvassed far and wide in the South and Northeast for the funds to open a school that was 
distinct from the many educational institutions already serving black North Carolinians.29 To 
attract philanthropists, Shepard promised that the National Religious Training School would 
combine Booker T. Washington’s Tuskegee model, which had earned the endorsement of 
numerous white industrialists, with religious training that would instill a sense of morality in 
the institution’s graduates. Although Shepard used religious training to convince potential 
funders that his school would produce upstanding men and women devoted to serving the 
“black masses,” he also intended the school’s religious curriculum—heavy in the Classics, 
Philosophy, Music, and Literature—to maintain a hidden program of collegiate study. The 
National Religious Training School attracted substantial contributions from local white 
industrialists, northern white philanthropists, and black Durhamites, but the school remained 
on precarious financial footing for its first fourteen years due to an inconsistent stream of 
funding. Persistent indebtedness led Shepard to accept an offer in 1923 from the state of 
                                                
28 For details of this history, see chapter 1. When VSC regained its college status, there were at least three other 
institutions that granted teacher-training certificates to African Americans, all of them private: Hampton 
Institute, Virginia Union University, and St. Paul’s College.  
 
29 At the time of the National Religious Training School’s founding, there were eleven institutions of higher 
learning for African Americans in North Carolina, four of them public and seven of them private. 
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North Carolina to purchase the school and convert it to a teacher-training facility for African 
Americans (in addition to the state’s three other black normal schools in Elizabeth City, 
Fayetteville, and Winston-Salem). Two years later, the state elevated Shepard’s institution to 
a four-year teachers college in order to satisfy new certification standards for public school 
teachers—the same set of circumstances that had led to the resumption of collegiate training 
at Virginia State. In contrast to VSC’s focus on agricultural and vocational education, 
Shepard’s institution was authorized to offer a liberal arts curriculum, making it the first 
public institution for African Americans in the South to do so. The renamed North Carolina 
College for Negroes received a new charter from the state in February 1925.  
 NCC and VSC faced a similar set of circumstances between 1930 and 1960 as colleges 
for African Americans restricted by their place within state systems of education. Amid these 
similarities, key differences emerge in the institutional cultures of each school as well as the 
broader political climate of Jim Crow North Carolina and Virginia, which make this study a 
useful comparison. A land-grant institution born into the state system and a liberal arts 
college with private, religious origins offer a representative portrait of the variety of colleges 
available to African Americans in the mid-twentieth century; references throughout to NCC 
and VSC’s private counterparts in Raleigh and Richmond, respectively, help to broaden the 
dissertation’s landscape. My decision to study historically black colleges in North Carolina 
and Virginia, moreover, is driven by the extremes that the two states represent in the history 
of black higher education. When it became part of the state system in 1925, North Carolina 
College became one of two public colleges and one of four public teacher-training 
institutions for African Americans.30 North Carolina also carries the distinction of having 
                                                
30 Four other state institutions for the higher education of African Americans existed in North Carolina: the 
Agricultural and Technical College in Greensboro; Winston-Salem Teachers College, which granted bachelor’s 
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more historically black colleges and universities than any other state.31 At the opposite end of 
the spectrum, Virginia State College remained Virginia’s sole publicly funded institution for 
the higher education of African Americans until 1969, when the Norfolk Branch of the 
college became independent.32  
 The two states studied in this dissertation share the geographical distinction of 
belonging to “the upper South,” a label that has been used to distinguish the region’s 
northern-most states from its “lower” or “deep South” counterparts due to social, political, 
and economic differences first expressed over the institution of slavery.33 By the mid-
twentieth century, scholars linked this interregional divide between the “upper” and “deep” 
Souths to differences in the climate of race relations. Political scientist V.O. Key, Jr. noted of 
North Carolina in 1949, “Nowhere has cooperation between white and negro leadership been 
more effective….Nowhere, except perhaps in Virginia, have over-all relations…been more 
harmonious.” In distinguishing North Carolina as “progressive” and Virginia as “genteel,” 
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31 In addition to these five public institutions, seven private HBCUs, each with religious origins, have called 
North Carolina home: Shaw University, est. 1865; Barber-Scotia College, est. 1867; St. Augustine’s University, 
est. 1867; Johnson C. Smith University, est. 1867; Bennett College, est. 1873; Livingstone College, est. 1879; 
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32 The “Norfolk Branch” of VSC was a two-year college acquired by the state in 1944. The branch became a 
four-year college in the 1950s and split off from VSC in 1969. In 1979, the college gained university status and 
is known today as Norfolk State University. “History and Mission,” accessed 28 February 2018, 
https://www.nsu.edu/About/History-and-Mission. A handful of private and religiously affiliated colleges and 
universities for African Americans have existed alongside VSC in Virginia: Virginia Union, est. 1865; Hampton 
University, est. 1868; Virginia University at Lynchburg, est. 1886; and St. Paul’s College, est. 1888. 
 
33 Scholar of slavery Ira Berlin, for example, distinguished North Carolina, Virginia, and Maryland as a 
“Chesapeake region” distinct from the “coastal lowcountry” and “lower Mississippi Valley,” for the fact that 
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production of tobacco.” Many Thousands Gone: The First Two Centuries of Slavery in North America 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2000), 7. Civil War historian Daniel W. Crofts roots the “upper South” 
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Secession Crisis (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1993), xi. 
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Key suggested that these states were no home for the “rabble-rousing and Negro-baiting 
capacities” that might be welcome in Georgia or Mississippi.34 Of course, the realities facing 
black citizens of North Carolina and Virginia demonstrate that neither a reputation of 
progressivism nor narratives of interracial cooperation protected African Americans from 
political disfranchisement, economic inequality, and racial violence.35 As black Virginian 
and civil rights attorney Oliver Hill noted, “The powers that be were a little more 
sophisticated than they were in the deeper South….And as a consequence, you didn’t have as 
much physical violence….But Virginia and the whole South were police states. There isn’t a 
question about that.”36  
 African Americans’ struggle to equalize and desegregate public education did much to 
shatter the reputation of progressivism that had prevailed in North Carolina and Virginia, just 
as it exposed important differences between these southern neighbors. In both states, white 
liberals’ promise of “interracial cooperation” led moderate black leaders, particularly those 
who presided over educational institutions, to attempt change through the methods 
sanctioned by white liberals. Black educational leaders’ efforts to use conferences, 
committees, and negotiations to improve their schools achieved only limited success, 
                                                
34 V.O. Key, Jr., Southern Politics in State and Nation (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1949), 26, 
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35 William H. Chafe has noted that North Carolina’s “progressive image existed side by side with social and 
economic facts that contradicted profoundly the state’s reputation.” In short, Chafe argues, “North Carolina 
represented a paradox: it combined a reputation for enlightenment and a social reality that was reactionary.” 
Nowhere was this more true than in the conditions facing African Americans within the state. The existence of a 
“progressive mystique,” Chafe notes, served to stifle meaningful change as whites remained so concerned with 
maintaining their progressive reputation that they were unwilling to confront grave racial injustices. J. Douglass 
Smith extends Chafe’s “progressive mystique” framework to Virginia, where he concludes that white 
Virginians’ obsession with “harmonious race relations” prevented them from pursuing meaningful social and 
political reform. See Chafe, Civility and Civil Rights, 5-8; J. Douglas Smith, Managing White Supremacy: Race, 
Politics, and Citizenship in Jim Crow Virginia (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2002), 4-5. 
 
36 Oliver Hill, quoted in Smith, Managing White Supremacy, 3. 
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illustrating that interracial cooperation was hardly a two-way street. White powerbrokers in 
North Carolina and Virginia dictated the terms of their states’ supposed progressivism, and 
black leaders’ requests fell on deaf ears when they supported—or were suspected of 
supporting—desegregation, litigation, or protest as methods for achieving racial equality.  
 In the realm of state policymaking, differences emerged over the extent to which white 
officials in North Carolina and Virginia were willing to advocate for and commit resources to 
improving black schools; these differences, in turn, influenced the shape and tone of black 
activism in each state. Throughout the period of Jim Crow segregation, North Carolina 
committed more money per capita to black schools than any other southern state, including 
its neighbor to the north. Virginia’s Democratic leaders, known for their fiscal conservatism, 
contributed less, although in the case of higher education, the state’s one black college 
received a larger share of state resources than each of North Carolina’s five collegiate 
institutions for African Americans. Slight budgetary variations mattered little to African 
Americans who were fighting against the institution of segregation; however, North Carolina 
state officials’ reputation for relatively liberal spending on education may have contributed to 
the NAACP’s difficulty rallying support for its agenda in the state. As historian Sarah 
Thuesen has noted, “North Carolina was the only southern state where the NAACP failed to 
convince black teachers to litigate for salary equalization.”37 In 1933, in a lawsuit brought by 
NCC student Thomas Hocutt, NAACP attorneys had lost their first attempt at desegregating 
graduate and professional education. North Carolina proved an attractive but elusive target 
for the civil rights organization. In contrast, the NAACP won an important courtroom victory 
for salary equalization in Norfolk, Virginia in 1940. A decade later, one of the five cases 
                                                
37 Thuesen, Greater than Equal, 4, 130. 
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folded into the Supreme Court’s ruling in Brown v. Board emerged out of Prince Edward 
County. 
 The relative strength of the NAACP operation in Virginia and North Carolina also 
influenced the states’ respective response to legal action mandating desegregation. Seen most 
clearly in the aftermath of the Brown decision, white Virginians emerged as architects of the 
“massive resistance” movement, and the state’s political leaders vowed to oppose 
desegregation at all costs even if it meant closing public schools. North Carolina, by 
comparison, was touted as an example of moderation. Select school districts in the state 
initially expressed their intention to comply with the Supreme Court’s decision, and the 
dramatic showdowns and school closures that played out elsewhere in the region did not 
occur in the Tarheel State. Still, the results were largely the same. Significant levels of school 
desegregation were not achieved in either location until the late 1960s and early 1970s, when 
a series of new court decisions spurred compliance.38  
 Although the colleges at the center of this dissertation have undergone difficult periods 
of uncertainty, they survived and succeeded in creating two of the best repositories for the 
history of African American higher education. This dissertation has benefitted from the rich 
primary sources available in the archives at North Carolina Central University and Virginia 
State University, including the papers, speeches, and correspondence records of 
administrators; student newspapers, school yearbooks, and campus organizational records; 
and clippings from local black newspapers. Research at the North Carolina Department of 
State Archives and History and the Library of Virginia has given me insight into the 
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relationships between the administrators of black colleges and the state bureaucrats who held 
sway over black education. The meticulous records of the philanthropic agents at the 
Rockefeller-funded General Education Board in New York have filled in gaps as far as these 
relationships are concerned and provided a window into the financial struggles of both 
institutions. I have used the records of the NAACP to document the long process to 
desegregate education and, in particular, the efforts of black college students to gain access to 
historically white institutions of higher learning. Oral histories with the primary players in 
this struggle, especially the students and lawyers, have added critical insight. This variety of 
sources allows me to evaluate alongside one another the multiple constituencies trying to 
shape these black educational institutions to their own ends.    
*** 
 Chapter One explores the foundations of North Carolina College and Virginia State 
College in the shadow of Reconstruction, when African Americans remained hopeful that 
they might achieve racial equality and true democracy, only to have such hopes dashed by 
the violence and political upheaval that accompanied white Southerners’ quest to reassert 
white supremacy. During this period of uncertainty, alternating between moments of hope 
and despair, founding presidents John M. Gandy and James E. Shepard conceived and built 
their institutions in an effort to uplift their race through education. In the early decades, the 
schools offered instruction in academic disciplines cleverly disguised by labels like 
“industrial education” and “religious training.” While Gandy and Shepard refused to 
relinquish the goal of providing collegiate instruction to African Americans, they adopted out 
of necessity the language of white state officials and philanthropists who declared themselves 
liberal and called for “interracial cooperation” in the aftermath of World War I. By 
 
30 
explaining the climate in which the founding presidents developed their institutions, Chapter 
One provides context for both the idea of brick-and-mortar politics and the imposition of 
strict rules on each campus—administrative decisions that would face challenges from 
students in the decades ahead. 
  The next two chapters follow NCC and VSC into the 1930s when both schools had 
become four-year colleges within their respective state systems of higher education. In the 
wake of the Great Depression, Gandy and Shepard’s brick-and-mortar politics were on 
display as they tried to keep their institutions afloat and secure the most basic of necessities 
for their physical plants from the shoestring budget authorized by white state officials. 
Mounting pressure from civil rights organizations like the NAACP, which gained a foothold 
in the South in the 1930s, presented a significant challenge to Gandy and Shepard’s 
leadership, as did some of their students who called for a faster-paced, more confrontational 
approach to racial equality that was less accommodating to the demands of white 
Southerners. 
 Chapter Two focuses on Hocutt v. Wilson (1933), the first higher education 
desegregation case backed by the NAACP and brought by NCC graduate and aspiring 
pharmacist, Thomas Hocutt. The lawsuits initiated by courageous black students like Hocutt, 
who sought admission to the historically white University at Chapel Hill, illuminate a long 
history of legal challenges to segregation in graduate and professional education that paved 
the way for the landmark Brown v. Board decision of 1954 yet have received little attention 
in the scholarly literature. This chapter reorients the conversation regarding early 
desegregation efforts to focus on the implications for students, faculty members, and 
administrators of black colleges. Their perspectives, especially those of black college 
 
31 
presidents, reveal a more complicated history of desegregation in which multiple paths 
toward racial equality become visible. In this chapter I explore these paths and show the 
degree to which a strategy for tackling segregation in education was far from fixed. The fight 
against Jim Crow came from many directions, with the younger generation represented by 
Hocutt pushing the envelope, and the older generation represented by Shepard trying to 
maneuver through existing structures. Ultimately, the legal activists outside the South who 
designed the NAACP’s desegregation campaign were at the whim of local people on the 
ground to see it implemented.  
 Hocutt's lawsuit, litigated primarily by two black attorneys in Durham, failed in no 
small part due to Shepard's refusal to collaborate with the plaintiff. Knowing that state 
officials regarded him as a leader of his race and held him responsible for the actions of 
fellow African Americans in North Carolina, Shepard saw the NAACP-sponsored lawsuit as 
a direct threat to his strategy of negotiating resources for NCC. While denouncing the lawsuit 
publicly, Shepard and his cohort of moderate black professionals in Durham lobbied the state 
for improvements in black higher education, arguing that North Carolina could avoid 
desegregation by making its black institutions more equal. I show how Shepard successfully 
turned the lawsuit into a bargaining chip and generated gains for his college in exchange for 
his willingness to work with rather than against state officials. Ultimately, the state of North 
Carolina would authorize a large-scale expansion for the institution, including graduate and 
professional programs, only after the NAACP achieved its first school desegregation victory 
before the Supreme Court in Gaines v. Canada (1938).  
 In Chapter Three, I turn to Virginia State College and explore a 1934 strike launched 
against the administration by students who sought improved conditions and enhanced rights 
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on campus. Although the students’ demands concerned their lives at VSC, I argue that this 
significant event blazed a path for them to engage in activism off campus, facilitated by their 
membership in several Leftist student organizations during the mid- to late-1930s. This 
chapter merges VSC students’ efforts to define and reform campus culture with their struggle 
to achieve civil rights and racial equality in the broader society. Between 1934 and 1939, 
students at Virginia State joined a series of organizations that brought them into contact with 
a radical student movement and a burgeoning civil rights movement, the lines between which 
were often blurred. VSC students organized for peace with the biracial National Student 
League (NSL), met fellow black activists from across the country through the Southern 
Negro Youth Congress (SNYC), and demonstrated against lynching with the NAACP. In 
their lives on campus, students exercised democratic participation in the newly formed 
student council, articulated their opinions on issues of local and global significance in the 
student newspaper, and acquired a heightened sense of racial consciousness through their 
education at an historically black college. The skills they employed in all of these 
endeavors—on and off campus—were interchangeable and the experiences were mutually 
reinforcing. This chapter demonstrates that by the sit-ins of the 1960s, black college students 
had been employing direct action protest as a method for changing campus culture and 
challenging Jim Crow segregation outside of campus walls for several decades. 
 I use the student strike at Virginia State to disrupt the notion that publicly funded black 
colleges were inherently conservative spaces—institutions that churned out, according to 
poet Langton Hughes, “spineless Uncle Toms, uninformed, and full of mental and moral 
evasions.” Hughes claimed that Gandy and his fellow “cowardly” presidents were to blame 
for cultivating a repressive atmosphere on black campuses. While there is some truth to 
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Hughes’ assertion, I argue that the stereotype of the black college president as a despotic 
“Uncle Tom” has received more attention than the actual individuals who embodied these 
positions. By examining Gandy’s politics alongside Virginia State students’ activism during 
this period, this chapter breathes life into the otherwise static image of the black college 
administrator. At first glance, Gandy’s response to the 1934 strike indicates that he behaved 
in a way similar to other presidents, particularly in his decisions to call for police 
reinforcement and expel the protesters. But his willingness to negotiate and acquiesce to at 
least some of the students’ demands adds another dimension to what may seem like a 
familiar story. So too do Gandy’s actions in subsequent years, which ranged from turning a 
blind eye to student activism on campus to endorsing the activities of students off campus.  
 As explored in Chapters Two and Three, Shepard’s and Gandy’s efforts to eke out 
severely needed resources from the state and their controversial methods reveal two major 
aspects of black institution-building in the Jim Crow South. First, as much as the presidents 
hoped that in exchange for their cooperation, white state officials would look more favorably 
upon their institutions, legislators in North Carolina and Virginia repeatedly found ways to 
delay the equalization of black and white educational institutions. Through countless 
bureaucratic committees and multi-year studies, they stood in the way of justice. White 
Southerners were experimenting with a variety of tactics they could use to preserve 
segregation; and lawmakers in both states made incremental concessions toward educational 
equality while never abandoning their commitment to Jim Crow. Second, Shepard and 
Gandy’s efforts to frame their requests for funding and resources as peaceable alternatives to 
the tactics of litigation and protest exercised by their students reflect the realities of a South 
on the cusp of change. For members of their generation, the violent white supremacy 
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campaign that disfranchised African Americans at the turn of the century still served as an 
effective deterrent to political activity. But the youthful energy of black students and recent 
graduates produced visions of a different future, one in which the Supreme Court would 
intervene on their behalf and force southern states to comply with “separate but equal” or 
abandon the precedent entirely. The fact that none of these historical actors knew if either 
approach would succeed reminds us of the contingency of the moment. Placing their 
divergent efforts side-by-side reveals points of consensus as much as conflict. While the 
conservative “Old Guard” and their younger, more radical counterparts disagreed on the 
methods to achieve equality in education, they agreed on an end goal in which all citizens 
should have access to equal educational opportunities regardless of race.  
 Chapter Four turns to the World War II years and explores the ways in which black 
leaders with a more conservative outlook—individuals like James Shepard and John 
Gandy—were mobilized by this “watershed” event in African American history. This chapter 
discusses a series of conferences taking place between 1942 and 1943 that brought together 
black college presidents and their contemporaries from across the region. Through the 
Southern Conference on Race Relations, held at NCC, black Southerners known for their 
moderate politics developed a manifesto in which they declared themselves to be loyal to the 
nation and the war effort but expressed that such loyalty should not preclude a discussion of 
changes necessary to bring about racial equality in the areas of voting rights, education, 
employment, the justice system, public services, and military service. The Durham 
Manifesto, as it became known, declared the conference participants’ explicit denunciation of 
Jim Crow segregation, taking them farther than many of them had previously committed 
themselves in public. An examination of the conference planning, proceedings, and aftermath 
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reveal a variety of opinions among this select group but also a strong desire to speak with a 
unified voice to the white South and to take advantage of the exigencies posed by the war. 
Hesitant to alienate the liberal white Southerners who supported black institutions, the black 
conference participants aimed to create a roadmap for postwar planning that their 
counterparts could accept while, at the same time, setting forth a new vision for “interracial 
cooperation” in which they played an equal role.   
 By the war’s end, it was but a distinct minority of moderate black leaders in the South 
who remained committed to negotiating solutions to racial problems with their white 
counterparts. The majority had also abandoned the group’s previous hesitancy to discuss an 
end to segregation in the presence of white Southerners. They did so just as white liberals 
dug in their heels and proved unwilling to move on the issue, resulting in the fracturing of an 
interracial alliance that had existed since WWI. But for this chapter’s primary protagonist—
James Shepard—the postwar period brought a more subtle change in tone. At the end of his 
career and life, Shepard endorsed the manifesto but spent his twilight years trying to navigate 
a fast-changing world in which Jim Crow’s demise was imminent but the particulars were 
unknown. This chapter evaluates Shepard’s views in comparison to his closest professional 
contemporaries. I show how personal relationships, immense pride in the institution, and a 
desire to remain relevant in black leadership circles shaped Shepard’s rhetoric and actions in 
his final decade. Ultimately, his legacy stemmed not from his ability to influence fellow 
black Southerners but from his success in building up North Carolina College—a brick-and-
mortar monument that honors him still.  
 Chapters Five and Six use two episodes of black student-led activism—legal action to 
desegregate graduate and professional education in the early 1950s and direct action protest 
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to desegregate public accommodations in the early 1960s—to explore the rise of a new 
generation of black college leaders that I have deemed “the mediators.” Chapter Five tells the 
story of McKissick et al. v. Carmichael et al., an extended legal battle that involved several 
students from the North Carolina College law program suing the University of North 
Carolina to desegregate professional education. With support from the national NAACP and 
Durham attorney Conrad Pearson, who had served as counsel for Thomas Hocutt’s challenge 
nearly two decades earlier, law students like Floyd McKissick successfully gained admission 
to the historically white law school in Chapel Hill. This chapter investigates the shifts in 
political and legal circumstances that explain why McKissick et al. emerged victorious where 
Hocutt once failed, including the mobilization of African Americans following World War II 
and the strengthening of civil rights organizations like the NAACP, which continued to hone 
its legal strategy against Jim Crow in the war’s aftermath. Although one case before the 
Supreme Court was sufficient to strike down the legal underpinnings of segregation, even the 
legal experts at the NAACP could not foresee which case would provide them with the major 
victory, and subsequent lawsuits were often necessary to enforce or clarify previous rulings. 
The process to overturn “separate but equal” thus necessitated numerous legal efforts to be 
fought simultaneously, and this story illustrates the immense toil and sacrifice that each case 
required as well as the obstacles involved. The fate in the legal system of student-activists at 
any one institution was intertwined with that of dozens of student plaintiffs throughout the 
South, a fact that suggests the breadth and depth of community organizing required to defeat 
segregation in education.  
 The movement of law students at NCC to open the doors of the University of North 
Carolina, nevertheless, stands out as unique. In contrast to numerous higher education 
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desegregation cases involving individual plaintiffs, McKissick and his colleagues constituted 
a band of student-activists who signed up to fight together against inequality and were each 
prepared to take the lead in the lengthy legal battle as necessary. This collective effort helped 
to ensure that the case would prevail despite the many delays it faced. Student plaintiffs 
elsewhere sued southern states that either provided no graduate or professional education for 
African Americans or sham programs constructed overnight in response to a lawsuit. 
Conversely, the law students at NCC were in a unique position because they had access to a 
legal education, albeit unequal. As much as the existence and relative longevity of the NCC 
law program presented a liability for the students’ lawsuit, it was also what enabled the group 
to come together in the first place and mobilize for the struggle ahead.  
 Chapter Five also focuses on the transition in leadership at NCC from James Shepard, 
who had served as the school’s president since its founding in 1909, to Alfonso Elder, who 
succeeded Shepard in January 1948. Elder encouraged democratic participation on the part of 
his student body, recognizing that students had obligations as both students and citizens. Like 
Shepard, he faced white state officials who expected him to exercise control over the students 
on his campus and keep “agitation” at bay, but the broader environment surrounding state-
funded black colleges had changed, allowing Elder more room to maneuver than his 
predecessor. This chapter shows how brick-and-mortar politics had evolved by the 1950s. 
With the NAACP’s legal strategy to defeat segregation in education gaining momentum, 
state officials relied increasingly on black colleges as proof they were providing African 
Americans with higher education that was “separate but equal.” State college presidents like 
Elder, then, had increasing success in negotiating resources for his institution as white 
lawmakers sought to avoid legal action. Where Shepard had intervened, Elder allowed his 
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students’ desegregation efforts to proceed uninhibited. In this changed political environment, 
Elder remained quietly sympathetic to his students’ cause; after all, he knew first-hand that 
the institution over which he presided was underfunded and under-resourced. At the same 
time, Elder worked to upgrade NCC, an institution that he knew would remain essential so 
long as the historically white educational institutions of the state were closed to African 
Americans.  
 Chapter Six moves forward in time to explore Virginia State College students’ 
involvement in the sit-in movement of the early 1960s. Although black college students’ 
leadership in the sit-ins has been well documented, I take a different approach by narrating 
the movement from the perspective of black college president Robert P. Daniel. Although 
Daniel was well-removed from the movement’s front lines, playing at most a peripheral role 
in its direct action phase, he kept a careful record of events as the movement unfolded in 
Petersburg. The collection of newspaper clippings and organizational newsletters kept in his 
office reveal that Daniel was an interested observer, if also invested in monitoring the 
activities of dozens of VSC students, who participated in sit-ins, picket lines, marches, and 
demonstrations to desegregate public facilities in downtown. Although there is a small but 
growing literature on the civil rights movement in Virginia, the Petersburg movement is 
virtually absent from this scholarship.39 With Daniel's records, this chapter provides one 
                                                
39 Two articles mention the sit-in movement in Petersburg. See Simon Hall, “Civil Rights Activism in 1960s 
Virginia,” Journal of Black Studies 38, no. 2 (November 2007): 251-267; Peter Wallenstein and James R. 
Clyburn, “Virginia Sit-ins 1960: The Civil Rights Movement in the Urban Upper South, Virginia Social Science 
Journal 38 (2003): 17-32. Historian Robert Pratt wrote more than twenty years ago that accounts of the civil 
rights movement in Virginia remain “unclear and undefined” in the historical literature. Although numerous 
works have now examined Virginia’s massive resistance movement and the related struggles to desegregate 
public schools, Pratt’s larger point regarding the dearth of literature on the broader movement, particularly its 
direct action phase, remains largely unresolved. Robert A. Pratt, “New Directions in Civil Rights History,” The 
Virginia Magazine of History and Biography 104, no. 1 (Winter 1996): 149-151. The vast majority of historical 
literature focused on civil rights movement era Virginia focuses on the effort to desegregate Virginia’s public 
schools. See Brian Daugherity, Keep on Keeping On: The NAACP and the Implementation of Brown v. Board of 
 
39 
account of that history. Virginia State College lies at the heart of the story as a place of 
refuge and mobilization for participants in the movement. 
 When addressing his student body in May 1960, some months after the sit-ins had 
begun in Petersburg, Daniel expressed solidarity with the students’ movement but explained 
his role on the sidelines: “[I am] trying to keep [the] school functioning…and therefore I 
keep out of the front ground so…I can be the mediator.”40 Such a candid and self-reflective 
statement from a black college president marked a departure from leadership practices of the 
past. I argue that Daniel’s previous experiences as a faculty member and administrator at two 
private institutions before assuming the presidency at VSC set him apart from college 
presidents who had only worked within a state institution. This chapter explores how Daniel 
made the transition from private administrator to state employee during the rise of Virginia’s 
massive resistance movement, a move made even more interesting by Daniel’s long-standing 
support for the NAACP and school desegregation as achieved through litigation. Like Elder 
and other members of this generation of black college presidents, Daniel faced a different set 
of political circumstances than his predecessors, not least of which was the fact that the 
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Supreme Court had ruled segregation in education unconstitutional. What Daniel's story 
reveals is that one's personal experience, organizational affiliations, and individual 
connections to prominent figures in the freedom struggle could influence a college 
administrator's style of leadership as much as the demands of "keeping the school 











 African Americans living in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century Upper 
South experienced pain and suffering with the resurgence of white supremacy; defeat and 
despair surfaced as Reconstruction’s promises of racial equality and true democracy proved 
fleeting. But for several decades, black North Carolinians and Virginians also lived with 
immense hope and possibility as they attained the protections of citizenship, political power, 
and the freedom to learn. To be sure, white Southerners challenged, often violently, African 
Americans’ right to vote and sought to restrict their freedom of movement, foreshadowing 
the imposition of a legally sanctioned color line. From the end of Reconstruction to the turn 
of the century, however, white Southerners’ efforts to suppress African Americans’ rights 
and regulate their lives seemed far from complete. Neither the advent of disfranchisement 
laws nor Jim Crow segregation was a foregone conclusion. It was in this period of 
uncertainty, yet cautious optimism, that the two institutions at the center of this work were 
born.1 
 The origins of Virginia State and North Carolina College reveal the intense desire of 
African Americans to safeguard their freedom through the creation of educational institutions 
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during this period. The founders of Virginia State conceived the college in the 1880s when 
black Virginians possessed significant political power as voters, officeholders, and members 
of the biracial Readjuster coalition. In contrast, the primary architect of North Carolina 
College imagined the school as a means to provide African Americans with a surrogate for 
political citizenship, which had been stripped away by a disfranchisement amendment to the 
state constitution in 1900. Viewed together, these foundational narratives illustrate that 
African Americans relied upon education to both protect their hard-won freedom and sustain 
themselves when white supremacists denied that freedom. The efforts of white supremacist 
Democratic majorities in the North Carolina and Virginia legislatures to crush these 
institutions—or at least control them—demonstrates the indisputable link between 
knowledge and power. The white state officials and philanthropists who financed public 
education in the South succeeded in downgrading these institutions and limiting the authority 
of their black presidents. Nevertheless, the schools’ founders resolved to find light in the dark 
and sustain opportunities and physical spaces for the education of their people.  
*** 
 On March 6, 1882, legislators in Virginia’s General Assembly passed a law creating a 
state-funded institution of higher learning for African Americans: the Virginia Normal and 
Collegiate Institute (VNCI). State legislator Alfred Harris, an African American man from 
Dinwiddie County whose family had lived freely in Virginia since the 1770s, introduced the 
bill to the legislative body that was dominated between 1879 and 1883 by the Readjuster 
Party—a political coalition comprised of black and white Republicans and white Democrats 
that desired to curb the power of economic elites; support free suffrage, including for African 
Americans; and establish a system of free public education. Harris’ bill stipulated that VNCI 
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would offer a two-year college preparatory program; a three-year normal, or teacher-training 
program; and a four-year liberal arts program, wherein students would be taught a curriculum 
rich in “the classics” and “higher branches of mathematics.” Moreover, the institution’s 
charter held that six of the eight members of the board of visitors that governed VNCI be 
“well qualified colored men.” With a black-majority board, principal James Storum—a black 
graduate of Oberlin College—and an all-black faculty, Virginia Normal and Collegiate 
Institute was a shining example of black power in the late-nineteenth century South. Some 
members of the General Assembly objected to VNCI’s collegiate curriculum and the fact that 
$20,000 in public funds would be appropriated annually to fund an institution for the 
exclusive benefit of African Americans, but Harris’ vision prevailed nevertheless. “We have 
ambitions for the different learned professions, for business…classical and scientific 
instruction which the college will give,” Harris declared. “I know that with such an 
opportunity as this institution will give we can demonstrate to that class of gentlemen in 
Virginia who do not believe that we can comprehend the higher training, that we are their 
intellectual equals; and will ease the fears of those who yet think that it will not comport with 
the dignity of old aristocratic families to give the Negro a fair show.”2 
 Virginia Normal opened its doors in October of 1883 on a thirty-acre farm in the nearly 
all-white milltown of Ettrick, just outside Petersburg. More than two million bricks were 
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ordered to construct the main building, which would be christened “Virginia Hall” when it 
was completed in 1888. In the meantime, the twelve-room home on the farm that had once 
housed a family of slaveholders would serve as the college’s headquarters.3 In addition to 
Principal Storum, six faculty members taught the 131 students who attended the college 
during its first year. Alfred Harris was appointed secretary of the VNCI Board, though 
because of his role in founding the college, he was often referred to as its president. Such 
confusion in leadership roles was resolved when John Mercer Langston was officially 
appointed VNCI’s first president in 1886. Langston, the former dean of the law school at 
Howard University, was a known abolitionist orator who encouraged student expression and 
dissent. As Readjuster rule came to an end and the Virginia Republican Party declared itself 
“lily white” in a strategic attempt to disarm accusations of its “Negro dominance,” the future 
of VNCI seemed increasingly less certain. In 1887, Governor Fitzhugh Lee who had assumed 
office as a moderate Democrat and defender of free public schools made the decision to 
return control over VNCI to white Virginians; he replaced several members of the board of 
visitors with white Democrats. John Mercer Langston, a committed Republican, resigned the 
presidency in protest and pursued national elected office instead. In 1888, he moved to 
Washington, DC as the U.S. Representative for Virginia’s Fourth District.4  
 The board of visitors voted to replace Langston with James Hugo Johnston, a native of 
Richmond who had taught in the city’s public schools and whom the trustees deemed capable 
of calming down the campus from the tumult that arose over Langston’s departure. Whereas 
Langston had encouraged VNCI students to speak truth to power and petition lawmakers to 
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better serve the public institution, Johnston, under pressure from the board, instituted new 
rules barring student protest and imposing strict rules against speaking to the press or state 
officials. Johnston presided over the Institute’s commencement exercises in 1889, when the 
first bachelor’s degree was conferred to Walter Fayerman, who had entered the preparatory 
program as part of VNCI’s inaugural class and then progressed through the college. 
Enrollment at the Institute had surpassed 200 students by the end of the decade when the 
rising power of the Democratic Party in Virginia state politics threatened VNCI’s future.5 
 Virginia Democrats, seeking to make permanent their electoral victory, pursued an 
agenda of black disfranchisement between 1884 and 1902 while at the same time taking steps 
to limit and control the education of African Americans. Beginning in 1888, the Democratic 
legislature slashed VNCI’s annual budget from $20,000 to $15,000, despite increasing 
enrollments. Democratic Governor Philip W. McKinney, elected in 1890, appointed an all-
white board of visitors to govern VNCI, one of whom declared his opposition to “Negro 
scholars in luxuriously equipped quarters and lecture rooms learning, or pretending to learn, 
chemistry, Latin and Greek.” The board member added, “I think it is time for that sort of 
nonsense to stop,” before he recommended turning the college into an asylum to 
accommodate the growing number of African Americans in need of mental health care. 
McKinney’s choice for Superintendent of Public Instruction, John E. Massey, shared his 
fellow board members’ desire to close down VNCI, or at least eliminate its collegiate work. 
“I am tired of seeing white men taxed to educate Negroes who show their ingratitude by 
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arraying themselves against us at every election,” Massey proclaimed, clearly rankled by 
black electoral power. When the board of visitors gathered for their annual meeting in June 
1891, they recommended that the General Assembly amend the Institute’s charter to 
eliminate its college department and make industrial training its emphasis.6  
 To complete their project of downgrading the state’s college for African Americans, 
white Democrats had to limit black Virginians ability to resist by taking away their right to 
vote.7 Through fraudulent measures and intimidation tactics designed to keep their opponents 
from the polls Democrats had succeeded by the turn of the century in narrowing the black 
vote to the point that enabled them to pass a referendum to amend the state constitution. In 
the resulting constitutional convention, held between 1901 and 1902, the Democrats 
produced new suffrage restrictions that required male voters to be either war veterans, sons of 
veterans, property-holders, or literate citizens capable of reading and understanding the state 
constitution to the satisfaction of a white registrar. In addition, all voters were required to pay 
a poll tax six months in advance of any election. The new constitution, implemented by 
legislative fiat rather than by popular vote, subverted democracy and disfranchised 
approximately 90 percent of black voters in Virginia.8 With their electoral power secure, 
Democrats in the General Assembly passed legislation to amend VNCI’s charter, which the 
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board of visitors had first recommended a decade prior. Superintendent of Public Instruction 
Joseph W. Southall shared his predecessor’s white supremacist beliefs, suggesting that 
education “dissatisfied [‘the Negro’] with the menial pursuits in which his fathers were 
engaged and in which he must engage.” Influenced by the success of the Hampton-Tuskegee 
model of industrial training popularized by Booker T. Washington, Southall’s agenda was 
enacted by the legislature, which voted in 1902 to gut college work at VNCI and rename the 
school to emphasize its new industrial focus. Virginia Normal and Industrial Institute’s 
(Virginia N&I) new charter had no language guaranteeing an annual appropriation; it merely 
specified that the legislature would distribute funding as it deemed “feasible.”9   
 When VNCI students petitioned the legislature to try save the college, President 
Johnston made no attempt to curb student expression. “While we feel very glad to have an 
Industrial Department and while we feel very grateful to the State for past assistance,” they 
wrote, “it is a fact that the Virginia Normal and Collegiate Institute is the only Institution 
fostered by the State that is giving the colored people anything like a higher education which 
will prepare them as teachers and leaders of our race.” With the black vote all but eliminated, 
the students’ petition fell on deaf ears. President Johnston touted the institute’s industrial 
training programs and goal of producing graduates with “good manners and good morals” as 
a means to acquire additional financial support for the institution. He toured the Hampton 
and Tuskegee Institutes to acquire ideas for Virginia N&I and told state officials that schools 
like his own were necessary to achieve “peace and harmony between the races.” Such was 
the maneuvering required of black college presidents during this period. In 1908, the state 
restored Virginia N&I’s appropriation to $20,000, back to the level guaranteed in its initial 
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charter. Virginia N&I continued to graduate young African Americans who filled the vast 
majority of the state’s black teaching force, but without a college department, black 
Virginians were forced to seek higher education elsewhere.10  
 When President Johnston passed away in 1914, the task of restoring Virginia N&I’s 
collegiate program fell to his successor, John Manual Gandy. Born in 1870 in Starkville, 
Mississippi, Gandy earned his bachelor’s degree at Fisk University in Nashville, Tennessee 
and moved to Petersburg in 1898 to take a job at VNCI as a professor of Greek and Latin. He 
witnessed firsthand the height of white Democrats’ efforts to wrestle control of the institution 
from black Virginians and to limit its scope. Reflective of the political climate that eliminated 
the institution’s collegiate curriculum, which was heavy in the Classics, Gandy’s title was 
changed to “Professor of Education,” although the study of Latin persisted at Virginia N&I as 
a part of its teacher-training program, according to a report published by an agent for the 
Phelps-Stokes Fund, one of the many northern philanthropies interested in directing the 
course of black education along an industrial model. Gandy, like Johnston before him, tried 
to negotiate increased appropriations from the Democratic legislature by drawing attention to 
the institution’s industrial and agricultural training programs. During his second year in 
office, Gandy succeeded in acquiring a $5,000 increase in the school’s appropriation; by 
1918, another long overdue increase of $5,000 brought the total annual appropriation to 
$30,000, which still paled in comparison to the amount of state funding dedicated to higher 
education for white Virginians.11 In 1917, Gandy appealed to the federal government through 
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the Smith-Hughes Act to aid its vocational training program, and in 1920, he convinced the 
General Assembly to designate Virginia N&I as the state’s recipient of federal land-grant 
funds for African American education. As a result of increased funding, Gandy presided over 
the construction of numerous brick buildings on campus, the addition of new departments—
unsurprisingly in the fields of Vocational Agriculture, Mechanical Arts, and Home 
Economics—and the hiring of faculty and staff. Enrollment surpassed 1,000 students in 
1922.12    
 In 1922, President Gandy successfully pressed the Virginia N&I Board of Visitors to 
reinstate the college program, twenty years after the same body had engineered its removal. 
Gandy argued before the board that federal land-grant funds were supposed to be directed 
toward college work; that no other land-grant institution for African Americans lacked a 
college program; and that public schools were increasingly requiring teachers to possess a 
bachelor’s degree, not just a normal certificate, as terms of their accreditation. Putting his 
request in economic terms, Gandy asked the board members if they really wanted black 
Virginians, whose increasing demand for college education was evident, to spend their tuition 
dollars out-of-state. “Our state should not deny to the Negro people what the times demand 
and what they so richly deserve,” Gandy argued. The board of visitors deemed Gandy’s 
suggestions “just and wise” and voted to reinstate the four-year college program in 1923. 
Gandy also pressed for the state to adjust his institution’s name to reflect its resumption of 
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college education. But it was 1929 before the board recommended to the legislature that 
Virginia N&I become Virginia State College for Negroes (VSC). The institution’s new 
identity was codified in a new charter, passed by the General Assembly in 1930, which 
specified that the college would have normal and industrial departments as well as “other 
departments as may be deemed expedient and proper.” While granting Gandy the authority to 
reinstate a collegiate curriculum and issue bachelor’s degrees, the legislature also dissolved 
the institution’s board of visitors and placed VSC under the jurisdiction of the state board of 
education, which also oversaw Virginia’s four teachers colleges for white women.13  
 Gandy, like other presidents of publicly funded black colleges, faced many challenges 
as an agent of the state which regarded him a second-class citizen and left him little room to 
maneuver.  At times, Gandy resisted the state’s attempts to designate VSC as an inferior 
college within the state system. He referred to his school as “Virginia State College” and 
used this title on the institution’s letterhead, but he was soon reprimanded by state 
bureaucrats and told that official documentation must make clear that his was a college “for 
Negroes.” Gandy also used his annual reports to the state board of education to point out 
inequalities among Virginia’s teacher colleges. Whereas the presidents of the white teachers 
colleges were paid a salary of $6,000 annually, Gandy received just $4,300. The maximum 
faculty salary at VSC was significantly lower than that of the white teachers colleges, which 
made retaining good professors difficult when they received competitive offers from 
universities in the North and Midwest, or even other black colleges that paid more. Appealing 
to white state officials for an increased appropriation, Gandy argued that with less money, 
fewer faculty members, and insufficient equipment, VSC had “to do for the Negro what the 
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State Teachers College, University of Virginia, Virginia Polytechnic Institute, Virginia 
Military Institute, and the College of William and Mary do for the white population of the 
State.”14 On occasion, Gandy’s funding requests were granted, but the cash flowed 
unpredictably and rarely covered documented needs. 
*** 
 Gandy’s contemporary, James E. Shepard, faced a similar situation in the 1920s and 
1930s as the president of North Carolina College for Negroes (NCC), a four-year public 
institution for African Americans located in Durham. Whereas VSC had been part of the 
public system since its founding, NCC followed a different path to state oversight. Founded 
in 1909 as the private but nondenominational National Religious Training School and 
Chautauqua, the institution was designed by Shepard—its founder and first president—to 
educate black ministers to become future race leaders. Estimating that just 10 percent of 
black ministers had a formal education, Shepard believed his institution filled a void in black 
communities by producing learned religious leaders who would serve as apostles for 
schooling.15   
 Shepard’s religious upbringing and his family’s commitment to education provided a 
deep source of inspiration for his decision to establish a school of his own. Born in 1875 in 
Raleigh, North Carolina, Shepard was the eldest of the twelve children of Rev. Dr. Augustus 
and Hattie E. Shepard (nee Whitted). Augustus Shepard served as the minister of Durham’s 
White Rock Baptist Church, and his religious career took him to meetings all over the 
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country, particularly in the Northeast. James Shepard accompanied his father on his travels, 
and through these experiences encountered several individuals and organizations he would 
approach as sponsors of his school in its early years. Shepard attended the nation’s oldest 
black college, Shaw University, and earned a degree in Pharmacy in 1894, the same year that 
a biracial “Fusionist” coalition of Republicans and white Populists took control of the North 
Carolina General Assembly.16 After pursuing a brief career as a pharmacist, Shepard joined 
the ranks of the Republican Party at a time when black officeholding reached heights not 
seen since Reconstruction. The Fusionist coalition serving in the state legislature included 
several African American representatives, supported black suffrage, and appointed African 
Americans to governmental posts in North Carolina and in Washington, DC.17 In 1896, 
Shepard’s work on behalf of the Republican Party was rewarded with an appointment as the 
Comparer of Deeds in the Recorder’s Office in Washington and in 1899, he transitioned to a 
position back in North Carolina as the Deputy Collector at the U.S. Internal Revenue 
Service.18 
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 At the turn of the century, Shepard’s political career was cut short by a major upheaval 
in North Carolina politics. In 1898, the Democratic Party, seeking to restore their electoral 
dominance, launched a vicious race-baiting campaign against “Negro domination” that 
culminated in the brutal massacre of dozens of African Americans and a white-led coup 
d’état of municipal government in Wilmington. Democrats resorted to fraud, intimidation, 
and violence to ensure they won a majority of seats in the General Assembly. “White 
Government Unions” in the black-majority counties of eastern North Carolina encouraged 
their members, known as the “Red Shirts,” to ride through black neighborhoods to 
discourage black voters from going to the polls.19 These techniques worked in 1898 and 
again in 1900, when Democrats captured not only the legislature but also the governor’s 
office. They went straight to work trying to cement their power by reversing Fusionist 
policies aimed at democratizing elections. They also followed through on their chief 
campaign promise to restore white supremacy by disenfranchising black voters. The 
Democrats placed an amendment to the state constitution on the ballot, requiring all persons 
registering to vote to pay a poll tax and pass a literacy test administered by a white election 
official who would almost certainly be a Democrat. To court the votes of poor whites, the 
amendment’s architects included a “grandfather clause” which stipulated that men whose 
ancestors had been eligible to vote before January 1, 1867 were exempt from the new 
suffrage requirements and did not have to take the literacy test if they registered before 
1908.20  
                                                
19 On the Democratic white supremacy campaign of 1898, see Anderson, Race and Politics in North Carolina. 
On the Wilmington Massacre, see Timothy B. Tyson and David S. Cecelski, Democracy Betrayed: The 
Wilmington Race Riot of 1898 and its Legacy (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1998); and 
Leloudis, Schooling the New South, 135. 
 
20 Leloudis, Schooling the New South, 120-121, 135; John H. Haley, Charles N. Hunter and Race Relations in 
North Carolina (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1987), 120; Elizabeth A. Lundeen, “The 
 
54 
 On January 1, 1900, James Shepard was asked to deliver the annual Emancipation Day 
address at Metropolitan Hall in downtown Raleigh. Although the celebration of the 
Emancipation Proclamation was traditionally an African American affair, Shepard chose to 
address his remarks to the white citizens of North Carolina. “Thirty-seven years after the fiat 
of freedom finds the nation face to face with the question, ‘What is to be the status of the 
Negro?” Shepard asked. With eligible voters throughout the state scheduled to weigh in on 
the disfranchisement amendment in August, Shepard stated pointedly, “We cannot resist the 
conviction that the proposed amendment to our State constitution is the initial step in the 
direction of nullifying the Proclamation of Emancipation and abrogating as far as possible 
the results of the war for freedom.” Appealing to the “good white people” and their Christian 
sensibilities to do what was right and just, Shepard explained that the best way to ensure 
African Americans’ “fitness” for citizenship was not to take away opportunities to develop it, 
but to allow African Americans to exercise their right to vote. “We cannot see that the best 
way to make a good man is to unman him,” he pleaded.21  
 To Shepard, the political forecast for African Americans in North Carolina was dim. He 
had witnessed the Republican Party, in which he had been a faithful participant, abandon its 
black members in North Carolina. He had seen the violent tactics in which some white North 
Carolinians were willing to engage to secure victory and establish white supremacy. “We 
                                                
Accommodation Strategies of African American Educational Leaders in North Carolina, 1890-1930” (master’s 
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http://docsouth.unc.edu/nc/populist/populist.xml. The Fusionists’ electoral reform allowed one judge from each 
party to supervise the counting of ballots, limited registrars’ powers to disqualify voters, and implemented the 
use of color-coded ballots that used pictures to represent parties and aid illiterate voters. When the Democrats 
gained power between 1898 and 1900, they imposed a requirement whereby all voters had to register before 
Democratic election officials. They also reorganized county government to break up Fusionist strongholds.  
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2 January 1900. 
 
55 
have no power to prevent it,” Shepard predicted, even as he maintained hope that God’s will 
would prevail and protect African Americans or bring white North Carolinians to their 
senses.22 One remedy was to leave the state they had called home. For George White, U.S. 
Representative from the North Carolina’s Second District, passage of the disfranchisement 
amendment not only spelled the end of his political career but also his life in North Carolina. 
Declaring, “I cannot live in North Carolina and be a man,” White moved to New Jersey, 
where he founded a black community known as Whitesboro. Numerous others joined White’s 
migration, with almost 28,000 African Americans departing North Carolina between 1900 
and 1910.23 For Shepard and others who chose to remain in the land of their birth, the 
primary task was to find a surrogate for formal political participation, an arena in which they 
could reinvent themselves not as political leaders but as race leaders in a world without the 
franchise—a right upon which their citizenship had previously hinged. 
 Education provided that arena for Shepard and his fellow race leaders. By 1903, instead 
of claiming that the loss of the franchise had unmanned him, Shepard was articulating a 
version of manhood that relied not on the ballot box but on community leadership, faith in 
God, and a commitment to racial uplift, enterprise, and property ownership. Instilling these 
values in black youth was of paramount importance, Shepard believed: “Let us teach our 
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children to love the flag, tell them of the daring deeds of the black man…tell them to be loyal 
to the state and the home and to obey those in authority, and, when these lessons are 
thoroughly learned, night will disappear, right will vanquish wrong, error decay, and truth 
grow strong.” Shepard was of course off the mark in his prediction that African Americans’ 
commitment to self-help and respectable living would be rewarded with the dawning of a 
new era in which their citizenship was restored. But his ideas that African Americans should 
“hold together as a race,” “lift and push and pull each other to success,” “live at peace with 
all mankind,” and “stay in the Southland and work out our destiny” were shared by other 
men and women of his race and status who were struggling to formulate a strategy of 
survival and sustenance in the post-disfranchisement South.24   
 Shepard’s project was in part psychological. He wondered how to find hope in dark 
times and cope with a new reality in which black political activity was punished with 
violence. It was in this vein that he reassured fellow African Americans, “Citizenship is not 
in constitutions, but in mind.”25 Shepard’s mission was also strategic, as he searched for a 
platform that would allow him to continue to exercise some semblance of power and 
autonomy while serving his fellow African Americans and reclaiming a sense of purpose 
outside of partisan politics. He remained focused on a future when an educated, improved 
race led by individuals like himself would prove their fitness for citizenship to the “good 
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white people” of North Carolina, whose influence in the halls of power would restore their 
suffrage. 
 In the National Religious Training School and Chautauqua, Shepard aimed to build an 
institution where he could reinvent himself as a race leader to fit the needs of black North 
Carolinians, but he had to adjust his vision to meet the priorities of the white Democrats and 
industrialists who were footing the bill for education in the New South. In 1895, Booker T. 
Washington’s Atlanta Exposition speech, delivered to an audience of mostly white 
Southerners, urged African Americans to “cast down their buckets” and participate as 
industrious laborers in the southern economy. Washington’s advocacy of so-called “industrial 
education,” framed in contrast to a curriculum heavy in the Classics, art, and literature, 
immediately gained traction among white businesspersons and politicians who desired to 
direct black education along self-serving lines and according to their economic interests. 
Washington’s industrial education was not designed to prepare workers for an industrializing 
economy, however. Instead, the philosophy created by Samuel Chapman Armstrong at the 
Hampton Institute and popularized by Washington, Hampton’s most famous graduate who 
went on to found the Tuskegee Institute, emphasized instruction that would prepare African 
Americans for agricultural work or manual and domestic labor. Importantly, the Hampton-
Tuskegee model was designed to train black pupils to accept their place in southern society—
their economic, social, and political subordination.26 Industrial education fit nicely with 
North Carolina Governor Charles B. Aycock and Superintendent of Public Instruction James 
Y. Joyner’s agenda, which favored public schooling for black children as a means to avoid 
                                                
26 Booker T. Washington, “The Atlanta Exposition Address,” Up from Slavery: An Autobiography (New York: 
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the “danger that lurks in such a mass of ignorance.” To firmly establish white supremacy, 
Aycock argued, it was in the public interest to control black education and limit the 
curriculum to subject matter that would prepare black youth for their subservient place in 
southern society. For Joyner and Aycock, the alternative of “leaving the Negro to his own 
devices” risked a new generation of African Americans who were educated to regard white 
Southerners as their enemies and challenge Jim Crow laws put in place to maintain racial 
hierarchy. In exchange for state support of black education and consistent with their 
understanding of Washington’s philosophy, North Carolina state officials like Aycock 
expected African Americans to abandon their political ambitions and desire for social 
equality.27  
 Shepard was not alone in imagining how he might build a school that could take 
advantage of white state officials’ newfound interest in black education, if only to shape it to 
their own ends. By 1903, the state of North Carolina was already funding three normal 
schools for African Americans in Elizabeth City, Fayetteville, and Winston-Salem as well as 
one agricultural and mechanical college in Greensboro. Accordingly, Shepard prepared to 
launch the National Training School with the assistance of local funders from the Durham 
community and northern philanthropists, some of whom he had encountered through his 
work as a Field Secretary for the International Sunday School Association. It is not evident 
from existing sources whether Shepard pursued funding from a denominational source. There 
were significant strings attached to church-funding, and even if Shepard had approached a 
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particular denomination or missionary society, he may have been turned away given the large 
number of private, church-based colleges for African Americans in North Carolina.28 
Observing the popularity of Washington’s industrial education model which was being 
implemented increasingly at black educational institutes throughout the region, Shepard 
aligned himself with the Tuskegee philosophy even as he had higher ambitions for his 
envisioned institution.29 In October 1903 at the North Carolina Industrial Association’s 
Annual “Colored Fair” in Raleigh, for example, Shepard joined Winston-Salem Normal 
School President Simon G. Atkins on stage as the two black educators proudly welcomed 
Washington to the state. The publicity alone yielded dividends as white newspapers 
applauded Shepard and Atkins for their sound leadership and urged other African Americans 
to take note.30 Over the next several years, Shepard worked to drum up support for his 
project: a private institute for African American ministers-in-training that would combine the 
industrial model popularized by Washington with literary and religious subjects Shepard 
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deemed necessary for the students’ future missions. To court donors, Shepard emphasized the 
industrial focus and promised that his school would reach “the masses” through its extension 
work. Like many black educators struggling to attract funding for their institutions from 
funders interested in preserving white supremacy, he shielded his school’s academic work. 
Courses in Agriculture, Horticulture, Sewing, Cooking, and Gardening appeared on 
pamphlets advertising the National Religious Training School, but Shepard’s correspondence 
revealed his plan also to offer a liberal arts curriculum rich in Music, Languages, Philosophy, 
Geography, and Mathematics.31  
 By 1909, Shepard’s marketing had succeeded in securing pledges worth $19,000 to 
break ground on the campus that would become the National Religious Training School. 
Benjamin N. Duke, the eldest son of Durham’s tobacco baron, had donated $3,000 toward the 
purchase of land for the school’s campus. Durham’s local merchant association matched 
Duke’s contribution, allowing Shepard to secure 25 acres. Additional funding pledged to 
finance the construction of an auditorium, two dormitories, an administration building, and a 
combination classroom-cafeteria building came from northern white philanthropists and local 
white industrialists.32 Durham’s black elites, a group to which Shepard belonged, also 
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contributed significant sums to the school in its early days. Indeed, Shepard’s association 
with the local black business class would serve the school throughout its history; Charles 
Clinton Spaulding, the president of the black-owned North Carolina Mutual Insurance 
Company, became the school’s most significant ally and a regular donor.33 In his fundraising 
trips in the North, Shepard made use of several letters of recommendation written by white 
officeholders who testified to his “integrity of character” and the school’s merits. Some of 
these initial backers held seats on Shepard’s Advisory Committee, which included former 
U.S. Senator Jeter C. Pritchard, who had led the movement to turn the Republican Party “lily 
white,” and Julian Carr, an industrialist who was an honorary general in the United 
Confederate Veterans.34 
                                                
was also an early supporter of North Carolina Mutual and believed that in exchange for his financial support of 
black business and educational ventures that he was ensuring local African Americans adhered to the “right” 
kind of leadership, embracing the philosophy of Booker T. Washington, and checking political ambitions at the 
door. 
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 Shepard’s vision appealed to those familiar with his service to the Republican Party, 
his religious credentials, and his recent speeches declaring his intention to remain in the 
South and dedicate himself to uplifting his people through education, enterprise, and moral 
improvement. But his attempts to preserve the National Religious Training School as an 
autonomous black institution were met with suspicion from some funders, particularly the 
officials of the Rockefeller-backed General Education Board (GEB), a northern philanthropic 
effort established in 1902 to encourage universal education in the South by accommodating 
white Southerners’ racial mores and funding schools that followed the Hampton-Tuskegee 
model. Within a few years, the GEB had become the dominant force in the world of southern 
black education with its agents directing the work of other philanthropies that donated to 
African American schools. Historian Louis Harlan has noted that the GEB achieved 
“virtually monopolistic control of educational philanthropy for the South and the Negro.”35  
Shepard sought assistance from the New York-based philanthropy from the 
beginning, but his requests to the GEB accelerated as the National Religious Training School 
fell into debt. Although Shepard had been able to open the school in 1910 with pledges from 
several of the aforementioned individuals, he soon faced an untenable situation. Shepard’s 
trustees had authorized him to use his school as collateral to borrow significant sums of 
money, with the expectation that the institution would soon turn a profit. But the school’s 
revenue remained low since Shepard insisted on charging students a nominal fee of $10 per 
term plus room and board, recognizing that the average black student had very little money. 
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He refused to turn anyone away on account of finances and provided students with odd jobs 
on campus to work toward their expenses.36  
 In considering Shepard’s requests for funding, GEB officers commented repeatedly in 
their internal memoranda that Shepard was a poor financial manager and that he had too 
much administrative power, describing him as possessing “a perfectly free hand” in the 
management of the school. Moreover, they noted with interest that his board members 
included African Americans, which deviated from the typical administrative structures 
governing other black normal and industrial schools.37 While Shepard’s board of advisors 
included several prominent white men, Shepard and his majority-black executive committee 
handled the day-to-day operations of the school. His most trusted advisers were black 
Durhamites, including his brother, Charles, a local physician, and a handful of close friends 
and business partners.38 Neglecting the fact that building an educational institution with only 
private donations and little in the way of revenue was a recipe for indebtedness regardless of 
who was in control, the board’s officers vocalized the white supremacist assumption that 
black men were less capable of sound management. They ignored the fact that the white 
                                                
36 Jones, “James Edward Shepard, the Founder,” 16-18. 
 
37 “Durham, National Training School,” in Jones, Negro Education: A Study of the Private and Higher Schools 
for Colored People in the United States, 401-403; Jackson Davis, report on the National Training School at 
Durham, 9 July 1921, Folder 1031, Box 114, Series 1.1, GEB. 
 
38 Shepard to Wallace Buttrick, 5 February 1909 and 16 September 1911, Notes from Shepard call, 22 
September 1909, Advisory Committee of the National Religious Training School and Chautauqua for the 
Colored Race, “An Appeal to the Public,” 1909, all in Folder 1030, Box 114, Series 1.1, GEB. In the early 
years, Shepard’s executive committee changed names and composition several times, but the percentage of 
African Americans on the committee remained higher than most contemporary black educational institutions. 
Initial letters written to the General Education Board in 1909 listed an executive committee comprised of 10 
African American men, including Shepard, his brother Charles, and W. G. Pearson. There were 9 African 
American men on the 25-member board of trustees, and 11 African American men on the 25-member advisory 
board. By 1911, the National Religious Training School was governed by a significantly smaller 4-member 
board of trustees. Three of the board members were African American men: James B. Dudley, the chair of the 
board, John Merrick, and A. M. Moore.  
 
64 
trustees of the institution had also sanctioned the school’s borrowing practices and advised 
Shepard to go ahead with his building program without cash in hand. To aid their assessment 
of Shepard and his institution, the GEB relied on a report written by Thomas Jesse Jones, a 
white researcher hired by northern philanthropists and the U.S. Office of Education to 
conduct a survey of black education. Jones was notorious among black educators for his 
desire to expose those black institutions that did not strictly adhere to the Hampton-Tuskegee 
model and for recommending stronger oversight of black institutions by white trustees or 
presidents.39 Shepard pushed back against Jones’ “zeal to kill our school,” telling GEB 
leaders that Jones had urged him to resign because he appeared incapable of rescuing the 
National Religious Training School from debt. Having refused, Shepard reported that Jones 
vowed to ensure the institution would not receive a penny from northern philanthropists. 
Shepard’s pushing back in the face of an unjust investigation contributed to the GEB officers’ 
disinterest in his institution, thereby underscoring the politics he had to negotiate.40 
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 Shepard had been able to secure emergency donations from wealthy individuals when 
the National Religious Training School was facing closure, but with each crisis, it became 
apparent that he needed to find a more stable situation. The dire financial prospects of the 
college had taken its toll on Shepard, personally, and on his family. His wife, Annie Day 
Shepard, had been working to keep the school afloat and cut costs by preparing and serving 
food in the dormitories. Their daughters’ earliest memories were of life on the young, 
struggling campus.41  
Shifting priorities with regard to black education by North Carolina’s white state 
officials and the northern white philanthropists at the GEB in the wake of World War I 
opened a new door for Shepard, however. White officials observed the increasing militancy 
of African Americans who resented the social and economic discrimination they faced, 
particularly when black soldiers were fighting to secure world-wide democracy. White 
Southerners’ efforts to deny African Americans anything beyond a rudimentary education 
were meeting increasing hostility from black intellectuals like W.E.B. Du Bois, who in the 
postwar period argued that the race needed more opportunities for higher education. African 
American educational leaders also critiqued the quality of education provided at existing 
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attract a wider array of donors. He also reduced the board of trustees to 15 members, hoping to give the 
appearance of more sound management. There were just 2 African Americans on the board of 15. James and 
Annie Day (Robinson) Shepard had three daughters: Marjorie Shepard (b. 1896), Annie Day Shepard (b. 1899), 
and Marion Shepard, who was born in 1902 and died shortly thereafter. 
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normal schools; the teachers produced by Hampton, Tuskegee, for example, were 
academically unqualified to staff the black schools of the region. Philanthropists at the GEB 
and elsewhere sensed they would lose influence among African American educational leaders 
if they did not support initiatives to increase the overall quality of education available in the 
black schools of the South. To remedy the situation, the GEB first increased its support of 
state-funded high schools and normal schools for African Americans throughout the region 
with an eye toward producing more qualified and advanced teachers for black elementary 
schools. Second, the philanthropists directed more aid toward institutions that supplemented 
industrial courses with an academic curriculum. By the mid-1920s, as the number of black 
high school graduates was steadily increasing, the GEB also began to fund postsecondary 
education ventures and encouraged four-year normal schools that more closely resembled 
colleges than their two-year counterparts.42  
To implement its agenda in the southern states and to further spur public investment 
in African American education, the GEB sponsored State Supervisors of Negro Schools 
throughout the region. Since 1913, GEB funding had sponsored Nathan Carter Newbold in 
this capacity within the office of the State Superintendent of Public Instruction. By 1921, the 
state invested further in the GEB’s agenda by appointing Newbold to direct its newly created 
Department of Negro Education (DNE), thereby giving him control over all state projects 
pertaining to black education. Black educators in North Carolina had come to know Newbold 
                                                
42 Anderson, The Education of Blacks in the South, 261-263; The General Education Board, The General 
Education Board: An Account of Its Activities, 1902-1914 (New York: The General Education Board, 1915), 
70, 101-107, 192-194; Raymond B. Fosdick, An Adventure in Giving: The Story of the General Education 
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as an advocate of black schools; he believed the state should provide the essentials of a 
modern school system, beginning with qualified teachers and adequate buildings in its black 
schools as well as its white ones. Black educators also knew that Newbold’s views on race 
relations tracked closely with the position of the Commission on Interracial Cooperation 
(CIC), a regional organization founded in 1919 to foster “better understanding” between 
whites and blacks in response to postwar tensions and racial violence. Although the CIC was 
a biracial organization, its white members—including journalists, preachers, and university 
educators—held the leadership posts. They believed, in the words of the CIC’s research 
director Thomas J. Woofter, that “segregation” and “separate-but-equal” in the absence of 
violence were “just and wise.” Newbold applied the CIC’s mantra to his new job as the 
director of Negro education, where he made clear to the black teachers who he supervised 
that African Americans should avoid the “red flags” of politics and social equality.43 
Shepard encountered Newbold when North Carolina leaders, in line the GEB’s new 
priorities, sought to expand postsecondary teacher-training opportunities for African 
Americans in the 1920s. Because the National Training School, which had dropped Religious 
from its title in 1915, already offered postsecondary courses—something that had been 
discouraged just a few years prior—the state offered to pay Shepard $1800 annually to offer 
a two-year training program for teachers who wanted to teach at the secondary level. When 
Shepard’s institution faced yet another financial crisis in 1923, they offered to purchase the 
property and assume all debts. At Newbold’s urging, North Carolina officials deemed it 
                                                
43 Fosdick, Adventures in Giving, 89-94; Morton Sosna, In Search of the Silent South: Southern Liberals and the 
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necessary to add another normal school for African Americans to the existing programs at 
Elizabeth City, Fayetteville, and Winston-Salem. The state was already paying Shepard’s 
school to offer courses for prospective black high school teachers, and the institution’s 
financial insolvency meant it could acquire an institution with all its existing resources at a 
minimal cost. With no viable alternative to keep the institution running, Shepard accepted the 
state’s offer as well as the renaming of his school. At the first administrative meeting of the 
Durham State Normal School, the state appointed an all-white board of trustees, chaired by 
future North Carolina Supreme Court Justice Willis J. Brogden, and named Shepard the 
school’s principal.44 While the state’s acquisition of the institution offered long-term financial 
stability and a break for Shepard from constant fundraising, it also placed limits on his 
autonomy. Shepard was expected to run all administrative matters by Newbold for approval, 
including requests for funding and adjustments to the curriculum.  
Yet being part of the state system of education and under Newbold’s oversight carried 
benefits. Whereas Shepard had failed to secure a single dollar from the GEB for the National 
Training School, Newbold’s first request made on behalf of the Durham State Normal School 
was granted. The GEB had already contributed a total of $125,000 to the normals at 
Elizabeth City, Fayetteville, and Winston-Salem, and a field agent for the Board had 
concluded the normal at Durham lacked important resources to scale up its teacher-training 
endeavor as expected. Shepard’s institution lacked a practice school, an adequate number of 
books for the library, and equipment for science classes. Several plumbing issues were in 
                                                
44 Jackson Davis, report on the National Training School at Durham, 9 July 1921; Jones, “James Edward 
Shepard, the Founder,” 22. The state of North Carolina purchased the National Training School—its 25 acres of 
land, 8 buildings, and all equipment—for the cost of its existing debts amounting to $49,000. Other members of 
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69 
need of repair. In the spring of 1924, Shepard received $5,000 from the GEB to purchase new 
equipment.45 
To meet the increasing demand for black high school teachers due to the growth of 
black public high schools, the state of North Carolina looked to promote one of its black 
normals to a four-year collegiate institution.46 Due to his longer working relationship with 
Winston-Salem Normal’s Simon G. Atkins, Newbold preferred that institution to receive the 
honor, but Shepard had other plans. After learning of state interest in creating a four-year 
college, Shepard mobilized white and black allies of his school to lobby for its promotion. 
They made various arguments to state legislators, praising Shepard’s administrative 
capabilities and Durham’s prime location as capital of the black professional class—a city 
where race relations were better than anywhere else in the state and where several nearby 
educational institutions for white students could provide critical resources and mentorship to 
a young black college.47 Newbold forged a compromise whereby he would propose two 
pieces of legislation to the General Assembly during its 1925 session: one bill to elevate the 
normal in Winston-Salem to a four-year teachers college for the training of elementary school 
                                                
45 Jackson Davis, report on the State Normal School in Durham, 16 January 1924, N. C. Newbold to Davis, 7 
February 1924, W. W. Brierley to Supt. A. T. Allen, 3 March 1924, all in Folder 1031, Box 114, Series 1.1, 
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46 Historian James Anderson offers a history of the emergence of the black public high school in the 1920s. 
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47 Jones, “James Edward Shepard, the Founder,” 23-24. Newbold had spoken to students at the Durham Normal 
in 1924 and announced that he wanted the Normal at Winston-Salem to become a four-year college for the 
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teachers and the other bill to elevate the normal in Durham to a four-year teachers college for 
the training of high school teachers. Unbeknownst to Newbold, however, Shepard had hired a 
lawyer to draft a piece of legislation not only elevating his school to a four-year college for 
high school teachers but also a liberal arts college—the first publicly funded four-year liberal 
arts college for African Americans in the South. Both bills passed, and although Newbold 
was pleased with the outcome, he objected to the “scheming” to which Shepard had resorted 
to bring about his desired end.48 
Shepard’s backchannel strategy for turning the Durham State Normal into the North 
Carolina College for Negroes soured an already strained relationship with Newbold. To 
trustee R.L. Flowers, Shepard confessed his fear that Newbold would try to use the episode 
against him. A few months later when it came time to elect the president of the newly 
chartered North Carolina College for Negroes at Durham, the institution’s newly appointed 
board of trustees met to consider Shepard as the logical choice.49 Newbold, whom the 
trustees had invited to the meeting, expressed concern about Shepard’s ability to lead the 
college while also serving as Grand Master of the Prince Hall Free Masons of North 
Carolina, a position Shepard had held since 1920.50 Suspicious of Shepard’s role in the 
                                                
48 Newbold commented to the GEB’s Frank Bachman, “Now we have two colleges. The one at Durham, 
however, is more or less of a misfit.” Newbold added that there were several details about the situation that he 
would share with Bachman in person: “I might want to say some things which should not be committed to 
type.” N. C. Newbold to Frank P. Bachman, 11 March 1925, Folder 1031, Box 114, Series 1.1, GEB.  
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20 February 1925, Folder 1030, Box 114, Series 1.1, GEB; Statement by N. C. Newbold, June 1925, Folder S, 
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mysterious fraternal organization, Newbold charged that Shepard’s position as Grand Master 
took up too much of his time and thus interfered with his ability to effectively manage the 
institution, particularly as it expanded to fulfill its new role as a college. Furthermore, 
Newbold speculated that the National Training School’s financial difficulties were a direct 
result of Shepard’s extracurricular involvements. The trustees voted to offer Shepard the 
presidency only if he agreed to give up his position as Grand Master. Apparently, Shepard 
said what he needed to say to keep his job, but he ignored the order, continuing to serve as 
Grand Master of the Masons until 1928.51 
For the sake of his own job as state director of Negro education, Newbold continued 
to make funding requests on behalf of North Carolina College for Negroes, both of the state 
legislature and northern philanthropies, but he endeavored to limit Shepard’s authority and 
make clear that the state educational bureaucracy had ultimate governing authority over 
Shepard’s institution. As Shepard and his trustees sought sorely needed funding to transform 
the normal school into a four-year teachers college—a need made even more urgent by the 
fact that a devastating fire had destroyed several buildings on campus in 1925—they found 
                                                
disfranchisement, Shepard acted on these ideals by founding an educational institution for African Americans. 
Shepard subscribed to Masonry’s emphasis on traditional, late nineteenth-century notions of manhood whereby 
men, as producers and property owners, were responsible for protecting women and children. Shepard’s strict 
adherence to Victorian gender norms on his campus reflected this vision of manhood, as he instituted strict rules 
and regulations governing the movement of female students and faculty members. As historian Martin Summers 
explains, “When African American and African Caribbean men were inducted into Prince Hall Freemasonry 
and raised up the ranks through cryptic rituals, donned attire that was reflective of respectability and symbolic 
of craftsmanship, participated in elaborate foundation-laying ceremonies, and heard speeches about their role as 
patriarchs within the community, they articulated a gendered self full of multiple meanings. It was both public 
and private. It was specific to the world of Freemasonry yet emblematic of larger middle-class gender 
conventions.” Summers, Manliness and Its Discontents, 22, 26-27. 
 
51 Statement by N. C. Newbold, June 1925, Folder S, Box 9, DNE; N. C. Newbold to Frank P. Bachman, 5 June 
1925, Folder 1031, Box 114, Series 1.1, GEB; Jones, “James Edward Shepard, the Founder,” 26. Shepard 
would serve a second term as Grand Master from 1936 to 1947. 
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Newbold’s dislike of Shepard a serious impediment to their fundraising efforts.52 Local white 
industrialists in Durham pledged $50,000 toward campus improvements, and the state 
legislature promised $200,000, both with the expectation that the GEB would contribute a 
like amount, but the northern philanthropists refused. Board officers remembered Newbold’s 
problems with Shepard, and upon discovering in the spring of 1927 that Shepard had yet to 
resign his post in the Masons, Newbold informed the officers that he no longer stood behind 
the appropriation.53 The situation improved slightly when Shepard approached Newbold for a 
private meeting and asked what he could do to regain the bureaucrat’s support. Afterward, 
Newbold felt convinced that Shepard would “never again circumvent his ideas” and he wrote 
to the northern philanthropists asking them to reconsider the request of North Carolina 
College for Negroes. Shepard had resigned from his post as Grand Master in a move that was 
surely designed to secure much-needed funding for his college, and Newbold told the funders 
that the “conditions of which I have complained…do not now exist.”54 
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By the spring of 1929, the North Carolina General Assembly had agreed to 
appropriate an additional $45,000, an amount matched by the GEB. Having raised $340,000 
in total and pledged to work in concert with Newbold, Shepard was able to build and equip 
an administration building, a dormitory for female students, and a dining hall. He had learned 
that to advocate effectively for his institution within the state system of education would 
require similar acts of deference to white officials. Although he made his disdain for 
Newbold known in private conversations with fellow African Americans, Shepard praised 
Newbold’s contributions to black education in public and pledged to cooperate along 
interracial lines, working toward above all, peace between black and white Southerners.55 
*** 
The situation that Shepard faced as a state college president was not unique. Gandy 
confronted a similar set of complex power dynamics in Virginia. Both institutions’ dual 
reliance on public and private funds trapped administrators in a vicious fundraising cycle. 
Southern state governments had a vested interest in a particular type of black higher 
education by the mid-1920s, but remained reluctant to appropriate one penny more than what 
was necessary. And they fully expected that their cooperative relationship with northern 
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philanthropies like the GEB meant they were not solely responsible for keeping the black 
institutions afloat. In turn, the philanthropists foresaw their investments in black education in 
the South as limited and temporary; they planned to invest in black institutions that they 
deemed worthwhile, getting them off the ground and then supplementing state contributions 
until the state could assume full responsibility. As a result, fundraising campaigns for black 
college presidents were often tantamount to an arms race, waiting for a pledge from one 
source before the other would offer a contribution. With the addition of the GEB-sponsored 
state directors like Newbold and his Virginia counterpart, Jackson Davis, every major 
decision made by Shepard and Gandy became subject to oversight. The white education 
officials’ monitoring of the presidents’ administrative practices, as well as their personal 
lives, created an environment of surveillance that reflected the funders’ white supremacist 
views and took its toll on black leaders.  
Virginia Normal and Industrial Institute fared better than Shepard’s institution in 
terms of securing contributions from the GEB, owing much to the fact that the state of 
Virginia sponsored no other schools for the normal and industrial education of African 
Americans. Between 1917 and 1923, the GEB appropriated a total of $61,500 to Gandy’s 
institution: $10,000 toward the building of a practice school for training teachers, $5,000 for 
books for the college library, $15,000 to be used to supplement the painfully low teachers’ 
salaries provided by the state, and $36,000 toward the remodeling of some campus buildings 
to prepare the institution to offer college courses once more in 1923. After Gandy achieved 
success in getting his institution’s four-year college curricula reinstated, Virginia State 
received several gifts from the GEB, including contributions of $75,000 to build and equip a 
new dormitory for men. Another donation provided $132,000 to pay for repairs to old 
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campus buildings as well as construct and equip an additional dormitory, laundry building, 
and agricultural building.56 
The number of GEB contributions to Virginia State suggest that Gandy’s college 
benefitted from a lack of competition as the only public institution in Virginia for the higher 
education of African Americans, but it is also evident that the GEB officers looked favorably 
upon the management provided by Business Officer Luther H. Foster. In contrast to Gandy, 
who was simply an educator who had become an administrator early on in his career, Foster 
had formal management training and possessed the kind of technical expertise that the 
efficiency-minded men at the GEB preferred. As a result, Board officers avoided Gandy and 
conducted their business with Foster whenever possible or spoke directly to the white male 
trustees of the institution. In the early 1930s, GEB records indicate that the philanthropists 
were actively watching Gandy’s actions, suspicious that he was unfit to lead. In this project, 
they recruited Foster to help them to keep an eye on the aging president. Board officers found 
Gandy, like Shepard, too bold in some of his requests. For example, in 1933, Gandy asked 
for the creation of an unofficial board of advisors for the college that included both black and 
white members. Board agents viewed Foster as “the balance wheel” who was keeping the 
institution running, in contrast to Gandy who lived “in an atmosphere of unreality.” By the 
early 1940s, Foster and the GEB officials were actively engaged in trying to put Gandy out of 
office. They charged he had made an “unfortunate remark” before the Virginia State Board of 
Education, and that he was too old and “irritable, sensitive, and whimsical” to run the 
college. Board officers were involved in thinking through various replacements for the 
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Folder 1719, Box 184, Series 1.1, GEB. For details on GEB appropriations to Virginia N&I, see various letters 
and memos in Folder 1717, Box 183; and Folder 1718, Box 184, Series 1.1, GEB.  
 
76 
position of president, and after enlisting the aid of officials at the state board of education, 
they hatched a plan to “retire him.” Unsurprisingly, GEB officials recommended Foster as 
Gandy’s replacement, because he “had been doing most of the work for some years.” In 
1942, the state board presented seventy-two-year-old Gandy with retirement plans: he was to 
become President Emeritus at half his salary and spend his time writing a history of VSC. 
Foster was appointed Acting President, and later was promoted to full President when Gandy 
passed away in 1947.57 
As much as VSC may have been in need of new leadership by 1942, the multiyear 
campaign to keep tabs on Gandy, question his decision-making, and limit his autonomy 
reflects the tight reins that existed in the matter of administering black colleges. Private and 
public funding carried significant strings attached. After steering their institutions through 
long periods of uncertainty, Gandy and Shepard faced relative stability in the state system in 
exchange for the expectation that they would govern according to the dictates of white 
government and philanthropic officials who were self-proclaimed “experts” in the field of 
black education. Gandy and Shepard developed expertise in navigating this complex power 
relationship, sometimes at the expense of their reputations among contemporary black 
leaders, who worked in organizations and for institutions that were less subject to the 
oversight of white powerbrokers.  
Shepard, in particular, was quite adept at securing resources for NCC and once he 
vocalized to Newbold his commitment to cooperation and transparency, his relationship with 
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the state and funding bodies improved. Shepard also had a productive working relationship 
with key legislators, who advanced the interests of his institution in the General Assembly. 
Through conciliatory rhetoric and praise—often accompanied by a gift of a silk necktie at the 
holidays—Shepard used these relationships to his advantage, securing votes to ward off 
attempts to merge his school with North Carolina A&T in Greensboro and push back against 
inadequate appropriations.58 Once he began leveraging the NAACP-backed campaign for 
desegregation in education against the alternative provided by his segregated school, Shepard 
experienced a dramatic increase in state appropriations, though hardly approaching 
equivalency with the amounts received by public institutions for white North Carolinians. 
Gandy worked in a similar manner to appeal to white state officials’ sense of superiority. For 
example, he hosted an annual concert on campus given in honor of the governor of Virginia, 
and he used this opportunity to showcase the talents of the students and flaunt the success of 
its academic programs, particularly those deemed least objectionable to the white officials.59  
In response to the constraints and expectations placed upon them, Gandy, Shepard 
and other members of this “founding generation” ran their campuses as tight ships, subjecting 
both students and faculty to an extremely strict environment. Knowing that they faced 
potential dismissal on a whim for exercising too much autonomy or for participating in 
activities their boards deemed objectionable, the college presidents, in turn, exercised control 
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over members of their campus communities. They expected “total commitment” on the part 
of faculty and students. They required everyone to attend chapel hour and other on-campus 
events, enforced strict curfews, limited freedom of movement, particularly for women, and 
regulated freedom of expression on campus. Alumni and former faculty described the 
campuses of VSC and NCC under Gandy and Shepard as “tightly gathered” spaces and the 
presidents as “benevolent despots” who “ruled with an iron fist.”60 Some of these tactics 
reflected the presidents’ interpretation of black middle-class notions of respectability and 
their upbringing in the Victorian era; others were designed to eliminate any excuse for white 
officials to punish the school financially or further limit the presidents’ authority. Still, Gandy 
and Shepard were also acting out of a desire to establish some semblance of power as black 
men in a world where white supremacists had stripped them of the vote and ability to hold 
elected office.  
Gandy’s and Shepard’s efforts aimed to sustain VSC and NCC as lights in the 
darkness of Jim Crow. They desired to create semi-autonomous spaces for black education 
that fostered knowledge, confidence, and pride in younger generations of African Americans. 
While black youth who attended these schools relished aspects of their black educational 
experiences, they also questioned the wisdom of their elders and developed new methods of 
securing their freedom. 
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NEGOTIATION OR LITIGATION? THE QUEST TO DESEGREGATE GRADUATE 
AND PROFESSIONAL EDUCATION 
 
On March 14, 1933, Thomas Raymond Hocutt, a twenty-four-year-old waiter at the 
Washington Duke Hotel in Durham, North Carolina, rode to the University at Chapel Hill in 
the back of an automobile borrowed from a local physician. Flanked by attorneys Conrad O. 
Pearson and Cecil A. McCoy, Hocutt nervously anticipated his mission. He intended to 
register for a degree in pharmacy or file a lawsuit seeking to compel the university to admit 
him if it refused, as he and his attorneys expected. As an African American, Hocutt was 
entering uncharted territory. No black student had attended the historically white flagship 
university. After earning a “B” average as an undergraduate at North Carolina College for 
Negroes, he worked in a drugstore and aspired to be a pharmacist. But there was no 
professional program in pharmacy—or any professional and graduate training, for that 
matter—available to African Americans in his home state. The dual system of education left 
Hocutt with few options. He could seek training as a pharmacist outside the state at a 
university open to African Americans, or he could take legal action. Hocutt’s decision to 
pursue the latter course was driven by Pearson and McCoy, a pair of young, black attorneys 
in Durham who had themselves been influenced by a cohort of legal minds who would 
spearhead the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People’s (NAACP) 
legal campaign against educational segregation in the 1930s and 1940s. By launching a legal 
challenge, Hocutt and his team of supporters confronted segregation head on. In doing so, 
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they challenged the gradualist, deferential politics long employed by their predecessors in the 
Jim Crow South. 
Hocutt arrived in Chapel Hill just as the dogwoods on campus had started to bloom, 
their white blossoms scattered along the brick walkway leading up to the registrar’s office. 
Gently pushed by Louis Austin—Durham’s black newspaper editor who had come along for 
the ride—Hocutt joined the long line of white students waiting to register for classes. When 
he reached the front of the queue, Hocutt did not know what to say. Although he had agreed 
to serve as plaintiff in the case, unlike the dozens of African Americans who turned down 
Pearson and McCoy, nothing could have prepared him for this moment. Austin filled in the 
silence: “This is Mr. Hocutt, a new student…. He needs his class schedule and dormitory 
assignment.” The registrar, seeing Hocutt and noting the color of his skin, refused to register 
him. Hocutt’s application for admission had already been rejected by Chapel Hill, but the 
registrar’s refusal provided Pearson and McCoy with the evidence they needed to file a 
lawsuit against the university.1  
                                                
1 Hocutt’s attempt to register took place on or about March 13, 1933, according to “Hocutt to Lose Suit to Enter 
University for Lack of Records,” Greensboro Daily News, 28 March 1933, 1-2. Details provided about the 
plaintiff appear in a letter from Cecil McCoy to Walter White, 11 February 1933, in “Discrimination against 
Black Applicants at the University of North Carolina,” Series A, Legal Department and Central Office Records, 
1913-1940, Part 3: The Campaign for Educational Equality, NAACP Papers, ProQuest History Vault 
(database), The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill (hereafter cited as NAACP Papers, ProQuest). For a 
description of Hocutt going to register, see Conrad Pearson, interview by Walter Weare, 18 April 1979, 
Southern Oral History Program Collection, Southern Historical Collection, Louis R. Wilson Library, University 
of North Carolina, Chapel Hill (hereafter cited as SOHP). Hocutt road in an automobile borrowed from Dr. J. N. 
Mills. Austin is quoted in Walter Weare, Black Business in the New South: A Social History of the North 
Carolina Mutual Life Insurance Company (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1973), 232. I am grateful for 
the work of several historians of North Carolina who have written about the Hocutt case. See, for example, 
Sarah Caroline Thuesen, Greater than Equal: African American Struggles for Schools and Citizenship in North 
Carolina, 1919-1965 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2013); Jerry Gershenhorn, “Hocutt v. 
Wilson and Race Relations in Durham, North Carolina during the 1930s,” North Carolina Historical Review 78 
(2001): 275-308; Leslie Brown, Upbuilding Black Durham: Gender, Class, and Black Community Development 
in the Jim Crow South (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2008); Weare, Black Business in the 
New South; and Glenda Gilmore, Defying Dixie: The Radical Roots of Civil Rights, 1919-1950 (New York: 
W. W. Norton, 2008). 
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Two months earlier, James E. Shepard, the fifty-eight-year-old president of North 
Carolina College for Negroes, stayed up late writing a letter to the governor, J. C. B. 
Ehringhaus. Weighing heavily on his mind was the future of the college that he had been 
building from the ground up since 1909. Although North Carolina College (NCC) had 
become the South’s first publicly funded liberal arts college for African Americans in 1925, 
the state had not given it enough money to fulfill its mission. January marked the beginning 
of the biennial legislative session, and as a first order of business, the Budget Bureau would 
hold hearings to decide on appropriations for its public institutions. Shepard’s college, one of 
five state institutions of higher learning for African Americans, had rarely received kind 
treatment from the General Assembly. Nevertheless, white lawmakers pointed to the state’s 
five black colleges—more than in any other southern state—as proof of their progressivism. 
Shepard had little choice but to beg for money, an exercise that had now become routine. In 
1933, NCC owed $25,000 in debt, stemming from a sorely needed construction project begun 
in 1929. The state had appropriated $295,000 to add an administration building, a dormitory 
for female students, and a dining room to the campus, and John D. Rockefeller’s General 
Education Board had contributed $45,000 to equip these new structures. But when the 
buildings cost more than had been expected, the state and private funding sources left 
Shepard in the lurch. Moreover, Shepard had been advised that due to economic cuts 
imposed by the state during the Depression, his college should expect no more than $24,000 
for its annual appropriation. Shepard suggested to the governor that this was an inadequate 
amount on which to ask a four-year college to subsist and pleaded with him to use whatever 
influence he had to encourage the legislature to grant more.2  
                                                
2 Shepard to Jackson Davis, 18 April 1929, W. W. Brierley to Supt. A. T. Allen, 3 June 1929, both in Folder 
1032, Box 114, Series 1.1, General Education Board Archives, Rockefeller Archive Center, Sleepy Hollow, 
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Because of the color of his skin, Shepard had to ride the freight elevator when he 
visited the General Assembly building to lobby lawmakers on behalf of his school. Having 
held federal office in Washington, DC and in Raleigh, Shepard must have found this process 
demeaning. He resorted to sending his friend and business partner, Charles Clinton 
Spaulding—the president of the North Carolina Mutual Life Insurance Company—to do the 
talking on his behalf. Because of his financial success as head of the nation’s largest black-
owned business, Spaulding was taken seriously in the lily-white halls of governance, despite 
his race. He employed a legislator from Durham as counsel for his business and as a result 
had some leverage when it came to policy affecting local affairs. White lawmakers held 
black leaders like Spaulding and Shepard accountable for the actions of all African 
Americans in Durham. So long as they could keep the members of their race “in line,” white 
state officials were willing to listen to their concerns. Shepard preferred to sit at his office 
desk, overlooking the campus that he had nurtured over time, and conduct business with his 
pen.3 He corresponded regularly with white state officials and northern philanthropists, 
newspaper editors of both races, and the occasional friend to whom he could admit the 
psychological toll of trying to build a public school behind the veil of Jim Crow segregation.  
To compensate for the feelings of indignity brought about by accommodating white 
state officials, Shepard ran a tight ship at NCC. He also practiced “interracial cooperation” 
with white state officials because he saw no other way to keep his school running.4 African 
                                                                                                                                                  
New York (hereafter cited as GEB); Governor Ehringhaus to Heads of Institutions, including Shepard, 14 
January 1933, Shepard to Ehringhaus, 18 January 1933, both in Folder 13, Series 1, James E. Shepard Papers, 
North Carolina Central University Archives, Durham, North Carolina (hereafter cited as SP); McLendon to 
Shepard, 18 April 1932, Shepard to Ehringhaus, 4 March 1932, both in Folder 12, Series 1, both in SP. 
 
3 Pearson, interview; Weare, Black Business in the New South, 229-231. For details of Shepard’s office holding, 
see chapter 1. 
 
4 For an overview of “interracial cooperation” as a strategy, see chapter 1.  
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Americans of Shepard’s generation had borne witness four decades earlier to an ugly period 
of racial repression in North Carolina when white supremacists ushered in a constitutional 
amendment to disfranchise black voters and enforced the new law through intimidation and 
violence.5 Observing the consequences of challenging segregation or speaking out in favor of 
racial equality, Shepard adopted a long-term, gradualist agenda—one that made its central 
goal the maintenance of political capital among white moderates and liberals. Indeed, it was 
through interracial cooperation that Shepard had managed to build a nationally recognized 
“Grade A” college. Accordingly, he viewed the bolder tactics taken by members of a younger 
generation, particularly those who might compromise his leadership or hurt his college, with 
suspicion. When he learned that the New York-based NAACP and one of his former students 
planned to sue the University of North Carolina, he went straight to work and tried to manage 
the situation. If Shepard were to endorse Hocutt’s bid to desegregate higher education in his 
home state, he would risk his job and funding for his college. He would also jettison a style 
of politics that he had practiced his entire career.  
 
 “To Cut Again Means to Cut the Heart out”  
For Shepard, the Hocutt incident could not have come at a worse time. In the midst of 
the Great Depression, the college’s enrollment had fallen by 20 percent, and the students who 
remained could not afford to pay their fees. To make matters worse, the state cut NCC’s 
appropriation by 30 percent in 1932.6 Teachers had been forced to go without salaries for an 
                                                
5 The details of this period and its influence on Shepard’s generation are covered in chapter 1. 
 
6 State of North Carolina, The Budget for the Biennium July 1, 1939, to June 30, 1941, Fiscal Years 1939-1940 
and 1940-1941 (Raleigh: State of North Carolina, 1938). In the budget process, Shepard had been allocated 
$40,182 for the 1930-1931 school year and $41,500 for the 1931-1932 school year. Due to the economic crisis, 
the state had cut the appropriation for 1931-1932 by 30% to $29,050. These figures, reported by Shepard, were 
based on the estimated versus actual appropriations for 1931-1932. When the final budget process was 
complete, the appropriations for all 13 state institutions (6 reserved for white students, 5 for African Americans, 
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entire month, and many of them were leaving the state for better offers elsewhere.7 Shepard 
needed adequate resources to clear past debts and cover costs so that the institution could 
stay out of debt in the future. In making his financial appeal to white state officials, Shepard 
focused on two individuals—Governor J. C. B. Ehringhaus and Nathan Carter Newbold, the 
director of the Division of Negro Education in the Department of Public Instruction. 
Ehringhaus was elected in November 1932 and took office in January 1933. Although 
the new governor backed Roosevelt’s New Deal policies, he was also fiscally conservative 
and pro-business like his political forbears in the North Carolina Democratic Party. Given the 
noticeable influence of the Republican Party—Herbert Hoover carried the Old North State in 
1928—the Democrats had encouraged black voting in certain areas, particularly those where 
the African American population was slight.8 Selective members of the black professional 
class, such as Shepard and Spaulding, had cast their vote in Durham since the abolition of the 
poll tax in 1920. The presence of a disfranchisement amendment in the state constitution and 
various extralegal means designed to exclude African Americans from politics, however, 
kept the vast majority of black North Carolinians from the polls until the mid-1960s.9 
                                                                                                                                                  
and 1 for Native Americans) declined between 1930-1931 and 1931-1932. The state’s schools for non-whites, 
already underfunded, were disproportionately affected by the cuts. In order of magnitude, the cuts were as 
follows: Appalachian State Normal School, 38.9%; North Carolina Agricultural and Technical College for 
Negroes, 34.1%; Elizabeth City State Normal School for Negroes, 31.4%; Fayetteville State Normal School for 
Negroes, 29%; North Carolina College for Negroes at Durham, 27.7%; Winston-Salem Teachers College for 
Negroes, 26.5%; Cherokee Indian Normal School at Pembroke, 25.6%; Eastern Carolina Teachers College, 
24.2%; The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 22.5%; North Carolina State College for Agriculture 
and Engineering, 20.4%; North Carolina College for Women at Greensboro, 18.3%; and, Cullowhee State 
Normal School, 15.8%.  
 
7 Shepard to Ehringhaus, 4 March 1932, Folder 12, Series 1, SP. 
 
8 V. O. Key, Jr., Southern Politics in State and Nation (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1949), 213-
214, 221; Weare, Black Business in the New South, 242. 
 
9 Weare, Black Business in the New South, 233-234; Pearson, interview; Brown, Upbuilding Black Durham, 
279-281. According to historian Walter Weare, there were 50 black voters registered in Durham in 1928; by 
1935, that number had climbed to 1,000 in large part due to the formation of the Durham Committee for Negro 
Affairs. Since 1920, black women of the middle class had also championed black suffrage in Durham. Annie 
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Shepard had rallied black votes for Ehringhaus during his primary fight in the spring of 1932, 
and, in return, Ehringhaus pledged that, if elected, he would address the ways in which the 
Depression had crippled black schools. Once Ehringhaus emerged victorious in the general 
election, Shepard wasted no time in reminding the governor of his contributions to his 
campaign. Knowing that Ehringhaus was a fiscal conservative, Shepard emphasized that a 
larger appropriation for North Carolina College was needed if the institution was to keep out 
of the red. The school had never received adequate funding, he explained, and thus he was 
forced to go into debt in order to keep the doors open. Now that Ehringhaus was in the 
governor’s seat, Shepard expected him to make good on his campaign promise.10 
Shepard knew that the fate of NCC depended on N. C. Newbold, the white man at the 
helm of the Division of Negro Education, which oversaw the state’s five colleges and 
numerous public schools for African Americans. Newbold, a white racial liberal and a 
member of the Commission on Interracial Cooperation, believed that it was the state’s 
                                                                                                                                                  
Day Shepard and Minnie Pearson, who was married to Shepard’s close friend, W. G. Pearson (Conrad 
Pearson’s uncle) were active in the North Carolina Federation of Colored Women’s Clubs, which encouraged 
black voting. Registrars generally did not challenge the eligibility of registered voters like Shepard and 
Spaulding, who had working relationships with powerful whites. Likewise, Shepard and Spaulding could vouch 
for African Americans and get them registered. Spaulding was said to have personally escorted his employees 
to the courthouse. 
 
10 Ehringhaus to Shepard, 1 April 1932, McLendon to Shepard, 13 April 1932, Shepard to Cox, 22 April 1932, 
Shepard to Ehringhaus, 3 April 1932, Shepard to McLendon, 9 April 1932, Shepard to McLendon, 14 April 
1932, McLendon to Shepard, 18 April 1932, Shepard to Prof. W. H. Hannum, 20 April 1932, Shepard to 
McLendon, 20 April 1932, Shepard to McLendon, 22 April 1932, Shepard to McLendon, 28 April 1932, all in 
Folder 12, Series 1, SP; Shepard to Ehringhaus, 18 January 1933, Folder 13, Series 1, SP. Shepard was in close 
contact with Ehringhaus’ campaign manager, Lennox Polk McLendon, and kept him abreast of the votes he had 
secured for the gubernatorial candidate. Shepard’s correspondence records indicate he wrote on Ehringhaus’ 
behalf to African Americans across the state, including C. W. Cox of North Carolina Mutual, attorneys C. J. 
Gates and M. H. Thompson, educator William Hannum of Livingstone College, A. M. Rivers of the Greensboro 
NAACP, and J. T. Sanders, a black businessman in Charlotte. To each, Shepard emphasized, “I am convinced 
he [Ehringhaus] is going to offer us a squarer deal than any other candidate.” In return for his support, Shepard 
suggested that Ehringhaus promise to grant the actual appropriation promised to each institution by the 
legislature and not change it afterward. (Because of the financial crisis, institutions had received cuts to their 
appropriations at the last minute.) Ehringhaus’ campaign courted this select group of black voters in the hopes 
that they might help the candidate overcome the difficult challenge he faced in the Democratic primary from 
Lieutenant Governor Richard T. Fountain. Ehringhaus did not win enough votes in the first round but eked out a 
victory in the second primary. For the political context surrounding Ehringhaus’ campaign, see William Link, 
North Carolina: Change and Tradition in a Southern State (Wheeling, IL: Harlan Davidson, 2009), 344. 
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responsibility to support black schools, which marked a significant departure from the state’s 
previous policy of neglecting black education.11 But he was also firmly wedded to a dual 
education system—separate schools for whites and blacks. Many of Newbold’s ideas about 
African American education came from the philanthropists at the General Education Board 
(GEB), who had originally sponsored his position in the state government. The GEB’s 
officers promoted Progressive ideas about education, holding that schooling should be 
practical and efficient. Such principles had been used by the Board to justify an exclusive 
program of industrial training for African Americans until the philanthropists realized that 
they could not create a teaching corps of black teachers without providing them a more well-
rounded college education.12 Newbold’s concerns for efficiency manifested in his 
preferential treatment toward what he perceived as the strongest and most carefully managed 
black institution in the North Carolina system, Winston-Salem Teachers College. He left the 
others to flounder. Newbold’s favoritism for the college in Winston-Salem had much to do 
with his approval of the black president’s deference to white state officials.13 Shepard’s more 
                                                
11 James L. Leloudis, Schooling the New South: Pedagogy, Self, and Society in North Carolina, 1880-1920 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1996), 183-184. See also Thuesen, Greater than Equal, 24-29. 
Nathan Carter Newbold was named the state agent of Negro rural schools for North Carolina in 1913, a position 
financed by the General Education Board but housed within the state superintendent for public instruction’s 
office. Historian James Leloudis attributes Newbold’s moderation on the issue of race relations to his family—
his mother’s side were non-slaveholding Quakers—and his academic training with historian John Spencer 
Bassett at Trinity College (later, Duke University). Newbold did not challenge the South’s ingrained racial 
hierarchy, but he “believed blacks had a role to play in the South’s future.” As a bureaucrat in state government 
and an educational reformer, Newbold advocated for more funding to be appropriated to black schools. To be 
sure, he did not demand that black schools receive equal funding, or the same amount as white schools, nor did 
he question segregation.  
 
12 Elizabeth A. Lundeen, “The General Education Board’s Involvement in Higher Education for African 
Americans: The Case of North Carolina College for Negroes, 1909-1930,” Researcher Report for the 
Rockefeller Archive Center (2014): 3-7.  
 
13 See, for example, Newbold to Frank P. Bachman, 11 March 1925, Folder 1031, Box 114, Series 1.1, GEB. 
On Newbold’s relationship with Simon G. Atkins, the president of Winston-Salem Teachers College, see 
Elizabeth A. Lundeen, “The Accommodation Strategies of African American Educational Leaders in North 
Carolina, 1890-1930” (master’s thesis, Cambridge University, 2008).  
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autonomous leadership style and his direct negotiation with white powerbrokers—indeed, his 
refusal to always use Newbold as a mediator—challenged Newbold’s authority and his 
understanding of race relations.14  
As much as Shepard disliked the fact that a white man controlled public schools for 
African Americans, he knew that he had no other choice but to work with Newbold. Shepard 
had learned this lesson early on in Newbold’s tenure as the head of the Division of Negro 
Education after nearly losing his position as president of NCC for his efforts to circumvent 
Newbold’s agenda for the advancement of the state’s black colleges.15 Shepard understood 
that Newbold’s advocacy of black education stood out against the opinions of countless 
white North Carolinians who did not want to pay taxes to fund black schools. Newbold 
desired more money for the schools he oversaw and lobbied key men in the legislature and 
tried to “help them understand the situation.”16 And like Shepard, Newbold grew frustrated 
with lawmakers who dragged their heels. By the end of January 1933, rather than increase 
funding for the five black colleges, the General Assembly appointed four of its members to 
investigate them. Frustrated by what he saw as a pointless act of bureaucracy, Newbold 
                                                
14 Lundeen, “The General Education Board,” 12-18. In chapter 1, I discuss an episode in which Newbold 
convinced GEB officials to withhold a contribution from North Carolina College because of Shepard’s 
leadership in the Masons. Newbold claimed that Shepard must devote all his time to the college and should not 
be distracted by outside obligations, but I argue that Newbold was uncomfortable with Shepard’s participation 
in what he perceived to be a secretive all-black organization.  
 
15 Pearson, interview. Even though Shepard had resigned himself to working with Newbold, he communicated 
his dislike for the white official in conversations with fellow African Americans. Conrad Pearson references 
Shepard’s dislike of Newbold in an oral history interview conducted in 1979. In a Commission on Interracial 
Cooperation meeting, Pearson was troubled when he saw Newbold try to control all aspects of the supposedly 
biracial meeting—down to who received committee nominations. Shepard acknowledged the ridiculousness of 
the affair but told Pearson that they had to “turn the other cheek” so that North Carolina College received fair 
treatment at the hands of the General Assembly. “If we get this law school or we get this school of pharmacy, 
you don’t want it to go to A&T do you? You’d rather see it in Durham,” Shepard quipped.  
 
16 Newbold to Spaulding, 25 January 1933, Folder S, Box 11, General Correspondence of the Director of the 
Department of Negro Education, Office of the Superintendent of Public Instruction, State Department of 
Archives and History, Raleigh, North Carolina (hereafter cited as DNE). 
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informed one of the members of the committee that such a study had already been 
conducted.17 
Shepard had an important ally in C.C. Spaulding, who could afford to speak more 
openly about the lack of funding for black education. The two had been close friends and 
colleagues since they served as founding members of North Carolina Mutual in 1898, and 
Spaulding had backed NCC since it opened in 1909 as a modest training school. In the spring 
of 1933, Spaulding issued a public entreaty to the General Assembly and white people of 
North Carolina. “What is to be the future of our institutions for higher learning?” he asked, 
explaining that if white institutions had few funds to draw upon, black institutions had even 
fewer. As a fellow citizen, Spaulding was appealing to “the fair-minded” people of the state, 
asking for “a more equitable distribution of funds” for black colleges. He tried to shame 
white North Carolinians into taking the lead in providing educational opportunities for 
African Americans, pointing out that North Carolina had fallen behind Tennessee, Florida, 
West Virginia, and Missouri. The latter two states also provided tuition grants for African 
Americans wishing to pursue professional education at out-of-state institutions, as there were 
no professional schools available to black students within them. Citing his experience as a 
businessman, Spaulding said he understood the meaning of economy but added that cutting 
appropriations for black and white schools by the same amount was hardly fair, because 
black schools already received disproportionately less. This, for Spaulding, was the rub. 
                                                
17 Newbold to E. M. Land, 26 January 1933, Folder L, Box 11, DNE; Newbold to Frank Porter Graham, 28 
January 1933, Folder E-F, Box 11, DNE. Members of the investigating committee included Senators Land and 
Gwyn. As an employee of the Department of Education, Arthur J. Klein had completed a national survey of the 
country’s institutions of higher learning for African Americans in 1928. In 1931, the North Carolina 
Department of Public Instruction commissioned Klein and W. C. Bagley to write a report on higher learning for 
African Americans in North Carolina. Subsequently Newbold had asked nine deans and administrators in the 
state’s black colleges to write their own report on the status of black education in North Carolina, taking into 
account the Bagley-Klein Report’s findings. See, Bagley and Klein, Study of Institutions of Higher Learning for 
Negroes, North Carolina, 1929-1931 (Raleigh: State Superintendent of Public Instruction, 1931). 
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“When the appropriations have been granted, our institutions have been cut to the bone,” he 
explained. “To cut again means to cut the heart out.”18 
Spaulding also used these comparative figures to put pressure on Newbold: “When 
we see other states doing so much more for us it makes us wonder if we are really getting a 
fair deal at the hands of our great state,” he wrote the Director of Negro Education. In one 
year, West Virginia had appropriated $230,000 for West Virginia State College alone; 
meanwhile North Carolina appropriated a total of $106,640 to cover the costs of all five of its 
black colleges. Spaulding balanced his critique with an acknowledgement of what white 
people had done for black education: “I have great faith in those in authority and believe they 
will make more liberal appropriations for the Negro in our state.” But he also hoped that this 
evidence of their comparative stinginess would sting their pride in North Carolina’s status as 
an educational leader among the southern states and prompt officials into taking action.19 
Newbold expressed to Spaulding that he, too, was concerned about the “meager 
appropriations suggested for our Negro colleges,” especially as they compared to a state with 
an even smaller black population. Rather than tell Spaulding and Shepard to sit back and 
wait, Newbold urged them to continue their appeals to legislators: “More and more I am 
convinced that the colored people of the State, led and directed by the most reliable members 
of the group, can influence the thinking and actions of legislatures and others who direct the 
affairs of the government.” Newbold added a caveat, however. “We must all deal fairly and 
diplomatically with the situation,” he wrote, adding, “We can at the same time be convincing 
                                                
18 Weare, Black Business in the New South, 227-229, 231; C. C. Spaulding, “To the Members of the General 
Assembly and to the White People of North Carolina,” appeal published in the Greensboro News and Durham 
Morning Herald, date unknown—sometime in the spring of 1933—Folder S, Box 11, DNE. Spaulding and 
Mutual Life bailed out Shepard on more than one occasion. For example, when Shepard lacked the money to 
send out hundreds of fundraising letters for the college, he asked Spaulding to donate the postage.  
 
19 Spaulding, “To the Members of the General Assembly”; Spaulding to Newbold, 6 February 1933, Folder S, 
Box 11, DNE. 
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and definite about the whole matter.” By “convincing and definite,” Newbold meant that 
Spaulding and Shepard should present facts and make requests plainly. By doing so, they 
might persuade the legislators to do the right thing. Importantly, Newbold did not defend the 
inaction of his fellow white Southerners in the General Assembly, but he was careful to point 
out that too bold an approach would tip the balance from cooperation to agitation. By 
working together, Newbold pledged, “we can perhaps get further than by divided counsel.” A 
mere one week after Newbold wrote this letter, he would learn that two young black lawyers 
planned to file a lawsuit to test the admission of African Americans to the University at 
Chapel Hill.20  
 
A Legal Challenge 
 Change was in the air in the spring of 1933, not just in North Carolina, but in several 
states across the South. A younger generation of African Americans, tired of waiting for Jim 
Crow to wither away, were willing to confront racial segregation directly. For this up-and-
coming generation, the idea of African Americans practicing politics or agitating for change 
was less fraught with fear of violent repercussions than it would have been for Shepard and 
Spaulding. Black youth born near the beginning of the twentieth century listened intently to 
their grandparents’ stories of black officeholding during Reconstruction. They were 
                                                
20 Newbold to Atkins, 1 February 1933, Folder A, Box 11, DNE; Newbold to Spaulding, 7 February 1933, 
Folder S, Box 11, DNE; “Negroes Will Ask Admittance to Law Courses at U.N.C.,” Greensboro Daily News, 
13 February 1933; Thuesen, Greater than Equal, 135; Richard Kluger, Simple Justice: The History of Brown v. 
Board of Education and Black America’s Struggle for Equality (New York: Knopf, 1976), 141-144. For several 
years Newbold had feared legal confrontation, especially confrontation sponsored by an outside organization 
like the NAACP, and he had worried about the organization’s success in rallying black North Carolinians. 
When NAACP Executive Secretary Walter White wrote to Newbold, telling him that he planned to target North 
Carolina as a testing ground for lawsuits dealing with educational equality, Newbold and the State 
Superintendent of Public Instruction declared that an NAACP campaign in North Carolina would be “suicidal” 
and vowed to figure out a way to deal with such acute racial inequalities, lest African Americans in North 
Carolina side with the “outside agitators.”  
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determined to see the days of full black participation in politics again, and they would strive 
to realize this desire. Because they had not lived through the racial violence that erupted in 
North Carolina at the turn of the century, they were undeterred by haunting memories of the 
Red Shirt movement and the Wilmington massacre. Moreover, the children of the twentieth 
century came of age during a period of black militancy. In their teenage years, they 
developed a sense of racial consciousness alongside veterans who returned from World War I 
ready to fight for democracy at home as they had done in Europe.21   
 Inspired by the image of the “New Negro,” young African Americans took advantage 
of the educational opportunities available to them. Members of this generation in North 
Carolina had typically been able to attend school from an early age, with public funds 
increasingly expended for black education as they grew. Thomas Hocutt attended Durham’s 
Hillside Park High School in the 1920s, one of the first black public high schools in North 
Carolina whose graduates frequently set their sights on attending one of the state’s five 
public institutions of higher education for African Americans.22 To students who had not 
witnessed the development of these institutions firsthand, the growth of educational 
opportunities for African Americans seemed slow and insufficient. As college had become 
achievable for many, students looked ahead to the next logical step in their educational paths: 
                                                
21 On black soldiers returning from World War I ready to fight their own war for democracy within the United 
States, see Adriane Lentz-Smith, Freedom Struggles: African Americans and World War I (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2011). 
 
22 Thuesen, Greater than Equal, 60-61. In 1923, Hillside became one of the first black public high schools to 
receive accreditation from the state, and the vast majority of its teachers had four-year college degrees. 
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a graduate degree or professional school. But by 1933, there were just a handful of such 
programs open to African Americans in the South.23  
Several graduate and professional programs in the North for African Americans 
existed, including one in the nation’s capital. Howard University Law School had recently 
experienced a renaissance at the hands of its president, Mordecai Johnson, who wished to 
increase the quality of legal education for African Americans. He tapped Charles Hamilton 
Houston, a Harvard-trained lawyer who had been teaching part-time at Howard, to take over 
as dean. Within a few years, Houston had transformed Howard Law into a competitive, full-
time program with a top-tier faculty well versed in the ways in which U.S. laws had been 
applied—or misapplied—to African Americans.24 Howard’s law school soon produced the 
South’s first cohort of black lawyers armed with the skills to execute a legal attack on 
segregation. Thurgood Marshall and Oliver Hill, both of whom went on to argue cases before 
the United States Supreme Court, graduated from Howard in the early 1930s.  
At the same time, the NAACP experienced a turnover in leadership. Walter White 
succeeded James Weldon Johnson as executive secretary and hired Houston to head up the 
organization’s legal team. In 1929, the NAACP received a substantial donation from the 
Garland Fund to carry out a legal campaign to root out segregation in the South, focusing 
specifically on the area of education. The organization would pursue lawsuits for 
equalization in the southern states with the greatest disparities in funding between black and 
white schools, with the idea that these states would eventually abandon their dual school 
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systems if forced to fund black and white schools equally. For a more concrete plan of action, 
the NAACP turned to attorney Nathan R. Margold, who in 1932 authored a report entitled, 
“A Program of Legal Defense for Negroes.” Instead of pursuing equalization suits in 
individual school districts across the South, each of which would not have any bearing on the 
other, Margold proposed to “boldly challenge the constitutional validity of segregation if and 
when accompanied irremediably by discrimination.” To attack the practice directly, Margold 
would target southern states whose laws did not obligate them to provide equal funding to 
black and white schools. In states where an equal distribution of resources was required by 
law, Margold felt confident he would find that this requirement was ignored. The Margold 
Report became the “Bible” of the NAACP legal strategy, and Houston went to work trying to 
implement it.25 
Houston knew the NAACP required additional black lawyers to serve as the 
“footsoldiers” for this campaign, a need that he hoped Howard Law School could help to 
fulfill. The organization also searched for black plaintiffs and a place to launch its legal 
assault, staying ever-mindful of the possible repercussions from white Southerners. Houston 
decided that graduate and professional schools in the border states were the logical starting 
point. Southern states did not have unequal professional educational opportunities for black 
students; most had none at all. Houston estimated that the cost of providing professional 
schools for African Americans was minimal compared to undergraduate or secondary 
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education, especially considering that the number of black students who would apply to 
graduate and professional programs would be small at first. States targeted by the NAACP’s 
lawsuits would have two options: they could admit black students to their all-white 
professional schools, or they could establish professional schools for African Americans. 
Houston envisioned that such a strategy would spread naturally from graduate and 
professional schools to undergraduate institutions to secondary and elementary schools. 
Interestingly, the organization’s ability to challenge the law was directly linked to its 
targeting of the area of professional education, for African Americans needed access to the 
best law schools in the country in order to generate victories in the courtroom.26  
Houston’s agenda began to percolate through black communities in the South, aided 
by the Howard graduates who decided to practice there. For Howard alumnus Conrad O. 
Pearson, the region was home. After taking classes with great legal minds like Houston, 
Pearson returned to Durham, ready to test the legal foundations of segregation. While in law 
school, Pearson had contemplated launching a test case in his home state because North 
Carolina’s constitution gave the legislature the power to establish universities for its citizens 
but said nothing about race. In effect, there was no law on the books prohibiting the 
establishment of equal educational facilities for African Americans. But bringing a test case 
was quite different from researching the possibilities of doing so. Pearson was pleased to find 
another Durham attorney willing to take on the challenge. Cecil A. McCoy had studied law 
in New York before returning to his hometown to practice. He shared office space with 
Pearson and a frustration with the slow pace of social change. In the early months of 1933, 
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Pearson and McCoy decided to move forward by canvassing Durham’s black leaders and 
gauging their support for their plans.27 
The lawyers found a ready supporter in thirty-five-year-old Louis Austin. The editor 
of the local black newspaper, The Carolina Times, Austin’s motto was “The Truth 
Unbridled.” Austin, like Hocutt, had attended NCC when it was still the National Religious 
Training School and then worked as an insurance agent for Spaulding’s North Carolina 
Mutual before purchasing the newspaper in 1927. As a journalist Austin used his paper to 
challenge the unequal treatment of African Americans by white Southerners, and his fiery 
editorials attracted the attention of the Ku Klux Klan who terrorized his home. But Austin 
continued to advocate for equal rights for African Americans in the realm of employment, 
education, and politics. Unlike Shepard and Spaulding, and as an independent black 
businessman who did not depend on state funding, Austin was willing to speak out publicly 
against segregation, viewing the separation of the races as the root of second-class 
citizenship. Indeed, Austin criticized the method of “interracial cooperation” endorsed by 
southern white liberals; he accused black followers of this philosophy of being “too friendly 
with the white people to be real leaders.”28 An ardent supporter of the NAACP, Austin 
signed on to help Pearson and McCoy in their legal challenge.  
Next it was time to pay James Shepard a visit. While the young lawyers knew he 
could not publicly afford to support their case, they hoped that the college president would at 
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least help them behind the scenes. Pearson’s uncle, William Gaston Pearson, was principal of 
the local black high school and good friends with Shepard. If for no other reason than 
personal courtesy, they wanted to alert Shepard to their plans. In early February, the three 
men sat down together. Pearson and McCoy told Shepard that they intended to bring a suit 
against the University of North Carolina. Shepard urged them not to do so, calling the idea 
“foolish” for its suggestion that African Americans were eager to enter the white university. 
The lawyers explained that they were simply asking for the constitutional rights of African 
Americans not to be violated. If a solution could be reached outside of the courtroom, they 
would be willing to consider it. Realizing that they were not going to get Shepard’s approval, 
Pearson and McCoy asked him to keep their conversation confidential.29  
Shepard rushed to inform Spaulding of the young lawyers’ plans, for fear the lawsuit 
might interfere with efforts to secure equal resources for NCC. Already concerned for the 
financial stability of his institution, Shepard feared that a lawsuit brought by young African 
Americans would diminish his credibility among whites as a leader of black Durham. 
Moreover, Shepard had visions of expanding NCC into a center for graduate and professional 
education. He counted this among his long-term goals because he knew that the General 
Assembly would not provide the resources in the present moment. In the meantime, Shepard 
and Spaulding had discussed the dearth of graduate and professional educational 
opportunities for African American students in the South. They planned to use the news of 
West Virginia’s and Missouri’s out-of-state tuition scholarship programs as leverage to 
encourage the state legislature to offer similar opportunities to black North Carolinians. If a 
desegregation lawsuit succeeded, Shepard wondered what would become of black colleges 
like his own and ultimately foresaw negative ramifications for his school. 
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Whether or not Shepard knew it, Spaulding was initially sympathetic to the young 
black attorneys’ quest for equal educational opportunities. He sent a letter to the national 
NAACP vouching for Pearson and McCoy, which may have influenced the organization’s 
decision to assist them. If he was initially supportive behind the scenes, Spaulding soon 
withdrew as news of a potential lawsuit spread and white powerbrokers made their 
opposition known. Although he was not the head of a state-funded institution, Spaulding 
shared Shepard’s anxiety about the consequences of a legal challenge. Pearson and McCoy 
were disappointed in Spaulding’s retreat, and they wrote to the national NAACP office that 
the businessman had decided to “stand in the background” to shield North Carolina Mutual 
and North Carolina College from potential backlash.30 
 On February 13 the front page of the Greensboro Daily News led with the headline, 
“Negroes Will Ask Admittance to Law Courses at U.N.C.” The article explained that two 
black lawyers with NAACP backing were planning to have black students apply to the 
University. University officials would refuse the students, at which point the lawyers would 
take the case to court, possibly going as far as the Supreme Court of the United States. 
Pearson was sure that Shepard had broken his promise of confidentiality and leaked the story 
to the press.31 While evidence of the leak cannot be confirmed, Shepard certainly stood to 
gain from getting out in front and suggesting that a compromise might be reached. The article 
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claimed that Delaware and Missouri had resolved similar lawsuits by establishing out-of-
state tuition scholarships for black students to attend graduate and professional school 
elsewhere. It also suggested that there was a divide between the lawyers planning the suit and 
the older leaders in Durham, something that Shepard would have wanted to make clear. The 
lawyers belonged to “the more radical and aggressive wing,” which supported a legal 
challenge, while the “older and less radical” leaders simply asked that the “negro schools be 
adequately equipped and maintained.” Reflecting the idea that separate facilities could be 
made equal through additional resources from the state, the article applauded the approach of 
“the more patient and more elderly leaders [who] trust a great deal to time.”32 
The newspaper’s revelation did not slow Pearson and McCoy, then in the process of 
securing a plaintiff. Their search had not been easy, for many of the students whose academic 
qualifications made them ideal plaintiffs feared the potential consequences of taking part in a 
lawsuit. Thomas Hocutt, who had taken pre-medical classes at NCC, turned out to be their 
best bet. Pearson and McCoy, who had been keeping the national NAACP office abreast of 
their work on the ground, wrote to Executive Secretary Walter White to announce that they 
had found a plaintiff with “an excellent record for deportment…a hue closely approaching 
ebony…[and] much energy and determination.” The lawyers asked for the organization’s 
support in going ahead with the case.33 White read the letter and promptly sent it onto 
Houston to evaluate. Even though Pearson was a Howard graduate, Houston practiced 
caution in evaluating the first in what promised to be a long line of lawsuits challenging 
educational segregation. At the same time, he observed that the Hocutt case had all the right 
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ingredients for success: here was a college graduate who desired to enter a professional 
program for which there was no equivalent for black students in the state. Houston ultimately 
gave the case the go-ahead, and the organization pledged its support and resources.34  
 
Damage Control 
As soon as the news of the potential lawsuit hit, Shepard went to work 
communicating his views on the matter to Governor Ehringhaus and N. C. Newbold, lest 
they make assumptions about his role in the case. If the lawsuit progressed, Shepard hoped to 
use it as an opportunity to convince state officials to enact a less radical option: make 
improvements to existing black institutions or provide funds for black students to acquire 
graduate and professional degrees out of state. On February 16, 1933, another article 
appeared in the Greensboro Daily News. This time, an editorial suggested that “bolshevik 
negroes” were planning to sue for admission to Chapel Hill—an action that was opposed by 
black leaders “of the conservative and pacific disposition.” African Americans of this latter 
type ran the state’s black colleges, the editorial suggested, and for this reason their colleges 
should not be the victims of “disciplinary legislative action” or reduced appropriations should 
a lawsuit go forward.35 
Such rhetoric suggested that Shepard may have had a hand in the newspaper’s 
reporting. Regardless of whether he had been in touch with the paper, Shepard clipped the 
editorial and sent it to Raleigh. He assured Ehringhaus that he and other black leaders had 
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“been able to hold this matter in check, and we are seeking to bring pressure upon them not 
to agitate the matter for two years at least.” Delaying the matter and keeping the “agitators” 
at bay would earn Shepard political capital with the governor and enhance his image as a 
black leader who could be relied upon to keep the bolder crowd in check. But Shepard’s 
promise to delay rather than to halt the litigation plan altogether left him additional leverage. 
If the lawsuit was inevitable—albeit delayed—then Shepard had time to suggest an 
alternative solution, which might please both African Americans who desired more equitable 
educational opportunities and white state officials who did not want a legal battle. The 
governor was pleased to hear Shepard urge delay, for he found it “most unfortunate” that the 
lawyers had chosen the present time to launch a lawsuit. Newbold applauded Shepard’s plan 
to use the lawsuit to forge a compromise. He hoped the lawyers would drop their case in 
exchange for the legislature increasing appropriations for existing black colleges. “The 
editorial ought to stimulate the thinking of some of our people and make them more 
favorably inclined than they have been,” Newbold responded optimistically.36  
As news of the pending lawsuit spread, Shepard thought about how to address both 
the inadequacies of the state’s black colleges and the growing cleavage between leaders like 
himself and younger African Americans. “I am very anxious to build in Durham a greater 
college than we now have,” he wrote to Newbold in early March. “The helpful influence of 
Duke, the University of North Carolina and Wake Forest College will enable us to do this, so 
that with just a little more money we could add a great many of the things which the younger 
element of Negroes are now demanding.” Shepard thought that building professional 
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programs at North Carolina College for Negroes would close the generation gap and appease 
those who supported a lawsuit. With professional programs reserved for black students, 
Shepard and Newbold could answer the “growing feeling among the younger Negroes that 
they are not getting a square deal.” Such programs would also enhance the institution that 
Shepard had built from the ground up; in addition to being the first publicly funded liberal 
arts college for African Americans, NCC could host some of the first graduate and 
professional programs for black students in the South.37  
Shepard correctly identified the feelings among younger African Americans that they 
were being treated unfairly and that the older black leaders “were not aggressive enough.” He 
was referring primarily to the younger group of self-styled “radical” black professionals—
Louis Austin, Conrad Pearson, and Cecil McCoy, as well as their allies throughout the state 
who were active in local branches of the NAACP.38 News of the pending lawsuit in which 
the NAACP took interest may have escaped the minds of other black Durhamites. Members 
of the city’s significant black working class, many of whom labored in the city’s tobacco 
factories, were reeling from the effects of the Depression. Likewise, the Bull City’s black 
teachers struggled to make ends meet with cuts in their salaries that made the disparity 
between their paychecks and those of their white counterparts even greater. If they supported 
Pearson and McCoy’s efforts, they may have been fearful of expressing their opinion for fear 
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of censure from powerful opponents of the lawsuit like Spaulding and Hillside principal W. 
G. Pearson—two major employers of black Durhamites.39 
Students at NCC may have been similarly apprehensive, even if Thomas Hocutt was 
one of their own. President Shepard kept a tight handle on campus affairs, and efforts to 
express solidarity with the plaintiff would likely have been suppressed. Juanita Yeates, who 
was a student at the college in the 1930s, described the campus as its own little world. A 
curfew of six o’clock kept students in the dormitories, where just over two hundred of them 
formed close relationships with one another. They appreciated the beautiful campus with its 
rolling hills, but they were not allowed to walk on the grass. “It was so tightly gathered,” 
Yeates reflected, referring to the college under Shepard, who she remembered ruling the 
campus like a “despot.” Students’ involvement in extracurricular activities was limited to 
those clubs and organizations that met on campus; there was a campus chapter of the YWCA, 
but Yeates recalled that it was distinct from the Harriet Tubman branch downtown.40 A sense 
of superiority prevailed among NCC students, who thought of themselves as a step above the 
black laborers in the surrounding city.41 Likewise, segregation was just a “way of life” to 
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students like Yeates. In the 1930s, she never thought of challenging it.42 If most NCC 
students lived inside the campus bubble, graduation opened up a larger world. Thomas 
Hocutt met his attorneys while waiting tables at the Washington Duke hotel. His high school 
classmate, Pauli Murray, followed his case from New York with great interest. She would 
attempt to desegregate another graduate program at the University of North Carolina in 
1938.43 
In the meantime, Shepard forged ahead with his plan to build graduate and 
professional programs at NCC. When Shepard approached Newbold with his vision, the 
bureaucrat encouraged him to work on a cooperative basis. “Talk freely and frankly with 
those concerned on both sides of the fence and arrive at as fair and just a decision as 
possible,” Newbold said. The Director of Negro Education proposed forming a committee of 
legislators and educational leaders of both races to study the inequities between black and 
white colleges in the state. After two years, the committee would issue a report, and its 
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findings would guide the General Assembly as it decided which, if any, graduate and 
professional programs it should create at black colleges. But leaving this matter up to chance 
and delay was not what Shepard wanted. Newbold was aware that Shepard thought his 
college should already be offering professional courses, and he assured him that this might be 
the case had the Depression not short-circuited any plans for institutional expansion. “This 
may not be the best way, but I still have faith in this procedure,” Newbold said.44 
Frustrated with Newbold’s approach, which was even more gradual than his own, 
Shepard realized that expanding his college was not likely in the short term. The state may 
have been more likely to authorize an out-of-state tuition scholarship program, but this would 
not benefit Shepard’s college directly. Pearson and McCoy had thus far refused to listen to 
the pleas of their elders, thus threatening Shepard’s ability to prove he could lead fellow 
African Americans in Durham to a compromise. Shepard sent two faculty members, James T. 
Taylor and Alfonso Elder, to talk with Hocutt and try to persuade him to withdraw his 
challenge. Spaulding also called Pearson and McCoy for a meeting at the North Carolina 
Mutual Insurance Company office, where he tried to convince them to drop the case. Neither 
the plaintiff nor the lawyers were moved.45 On March 14, 1933, Hocutt attempted to register 
at the University of Chapel Hill, and shortly thereafter, Pearson and McCoy filed suit. Ten 
days later, they would appear in court. 
Now that the case had been filed, Shepard resolved to use the lawsuit as leverage to 
negotiate gains for the college. Assisted by Spaulding, he attempted to convince state 
officials that the only way to make the lawsuit disappear was to pass legislation providing 
graduate and professional education for black North Carolinians. Shepard immediately went 
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to work firing off letters to white state officials. He kept Newbold and Ehringhaus apprised 
of the situation from his point of view, assuring them that he was not sympathetic to the legal 
challenge. He also wrote to Budget Bureau Director Henry Burke, asking the state to pay out-
of-state tuition for qualified African Americans like Hocutt. His efforts as a “master of 
epistolary diplomacy” were recognized in the Greensboro Daily News.46 Shepard knew that 
many white North Carolinians—Burke included—would likely advocate for out-of-state 
tuition grants, if it meant taking black students’ admission to UNC off the table.  
Armed with the testimony of college alumni, Shepard continued to press the issue of 
establishing graduate and professional programs at his own institution in his letters to 
Newbold. He recounted how he had met with Dr. Foy Roberson, chair of the NCC Alumni 
Association and a respected black surgeon in Durham. Roberson reported that his fellow 
graduates were “alarmed over the situation” with Hocutt. They wanted African Americans to 
have the chance to earn higher degrees but not at the University at Chapel Hill. Expressing 
the desire of African Americans to maintain institutional autonomy, Roberson told Shepard, 
“I believe that Negroes should control their own colleges so as to develop self-consciousness 
and racial leadership.” On behalf of the alumni, he called for the state to amend the charter of 
NCC so as to allow for the establishment of professional programs in pharmacy, law, and 
medicine. Roberson surmised that doctors from Duke and Chapel Hill would be happy to 
provide assistance in the beginning stages of these programs. Shepard also reminded 
Ehringhaus that his college could be part of the solution to the lawsuit faced by the 
University. “I do not think, Governor, that the most radical Negro in North Carolina believes 
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that this [admission to UNC] is possible, but the younger element believes that the State 
should provide educational facilities for them to secure professional training.”47   
Shepard’s letters to white state officials did not appear to benefit NCC in the way that 
he had hoped. Beginning to panic at the prospect of a lawsuit forcing desegregation, 
Newbold ordered Shepard and Spaulding to work harder to control the situation. He 
reminded them of the legislature’s contributions to black higher education, which since 1921 
had totaled four million dollars. This number, Newbold said, constituted “concrete evidence 
that our lawmaking body will respond to, and make provision for, any outstanding need of 
our Negro people.” Hocutt and his attorneys risked embarrassing the University of North 
Carolina, which Newbold said had “done more to promote the interests and the well-being of 
the Negro race than any institution in the South - perhaps in the entire country.” Newbold 
warned that the case going forward was an “unwise procedure,” and he would hold Shepard 
and Spaulding responsible. “Will [you] be party to the embarrassment of the university?” 
Newbold asked. “You [and] your friends will know how to deal with the local North Carolina 
persons concerned, and prove to the people of this State that the responsible independent 
Negro leaders here are not subservient to any outside individual or group, that these leaders 
know how to manage their own affairs, and that they will cooperate with the best white 
people in North Carolina.”48 A few days later, as Hocutt’s day in court drew near, Newbold’s 
rhetoric intensified: “Are the responsible Negro leaders now willing to turn their backs upon 
the methods that have proven reasonably successful…and which have made for them hosts of 
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real friends among white people in North Carolina, and rush into the courts to secure a 
desired objective?” If Shepard and Spaulding did not get out in front of the news and try to 
influence their constituents, Newbold predicted, they would find themselves in “an 
embarrassing position,” where they would have to either “indorse and support the demand” 
or “repudiate it publicly in no uncertain terms.”49  
 Newbold’s warning was borne out in a mysterious newspaper editorial published in 
the Durham Herald, which blamed Shepard and Spaulding for orchestrating the Hocutt suit. 
Signed by a Dr. William Reynolds of Winston-Salem, the piece charged that Hocutt and his 
attorneys were “special friends” of Shepard and Spaulding— “the real men behind the whole 
affair.” After all, “No Negro of Durham would have done it [filed the suit] without 
consulting Dr. Shepherd [sic] and Spaulding.” Shepard and Spaulding were hiding behind the 
NAACP, the author claimed, hoping to gain political cover from the radical organization so 
that their more moderate agenda would go forward.50 Shepard was taken aback by this 
editorial. He immediately telegrammed his friends in Winston-Salem and asked them if 
anyone knew the author. No one did. Shepard went to the Herald and asked the paper to 
publish a correction indicating that he and Spaulding were not behind the Hocutt case. The 
editors complied and wrote that the men were “two of our most outstanding citizens,” who 
have a record of cooperation and friendship with whites. The Herald confirmed that the 
charges that Shepard and Spaulding were behind the Hocutt case were false and that they 
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50 “Revelation of Dr. Shepherd,” letter to the editor, Durham Morning Herald, 16/19 March 1933, clipping in 
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were in agreement that a lawsuit was not “the proper means” for seeking equal educational 
opportunities.51   
 Shepard also told Newbold that he had made it clear to Hocutt and his lawyers from 
the start that bringing the suit was “foolish” as part of his attempt to leverage it to secure 
more equal funding for NCC. He reiterated that he could try to negotiate a compromise, but 
the lawyers would only consider dropping the case if the state legislature presented a viable 
alternative, such as establishing in-state professional programs or granting out-of-state tuition 
for black North Carolinians. As for getting out in front of the news and stating publicly his 
position, Shepard explained that he was remaining in the background for a reason. After 
being vilified in the black press previously for supporting the nomination of Judge John J. 
Parker against the wishes of the NAACP, Shepard opted to convey his opposition to the 
lawsuit backed by the civil rights organization privately and indirectly.52 To save face with 
other black leaders, Shepard was reluctant to do as Newbold wished and criticize the Hocutt 
case in public. He explained to Newbold, “It would be folly if the Negro leaders should 
preach that everything is all right.” The state legislature had continually denied black schools 
an equal share of funding; indeed, lawmakers had made statements on the floor of the 
General Assembly indicating that they had no plans to increase funding for black colleges. 
Shepard recognized that younger African Americans did not believe in the older style of 
leadership practiced by his generation, which they referred to as “servile” and lacking 
aggression. He told Newbold that the best solution was to “work quietly with the radical 
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52 Shepard to Newbold, 18 March 1933, Folder S, Box 11, DNE. Fresh in Shepard’s mind was the blowback he 
received from African Americans around the country after he publicly supported Judge John J. Parker, a federal 
judicial appointee who was vehemently opposed by the NAACP. For details of this episode, see chapter 1.  
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element and try to reason with them,” lest he lose all influence. He stood willing to cooperate 
with the white people of North Carolina, as he always had, but he reminded Newbold that 
“peace…cannot be secured by injustice, unfairness and bad treatment.”53 
  Spaulding, meanwhile, rallied the black professional leaders of Durham around a 
compromise. He gathered fifty black men, including Louis Austin, to work out a solution that 
might be acceptable to those pushing the case. Although some in attendance may have 
wished to see Hocutt succeed, they acknowledged that forging a compromise to provide 
increased educational opportunities for black North Carolinians represented a surer bet. 
Spaulding appointed five of the attendees to draft legislation to provide out-of-state tuition 
scholarships, using West Virginia’s law as their model.54  
Newbold was still not satisfied with Shepard and Spaulding’s maneuvering. He 
wanted them to denounce the lawsuit unequivocally. Upon hearing of the meeting organized 
by Spaulding, Newbold said, “I do not believe I have quite made clear to you the main, and 
as I see it most important, point in the matter…whether our upstanding Negro leaders in 
North Carolina are going to work out their salvation here on North Carolina soil with the aid 
and cooperation of our thousands of right-minded white people…or will they depend in the 
future upon the courts and a few irresponsible individuals and outside organizations, which 
apparently care nothing for peace and harmony in North Carolina?” Newbold implored the 
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fifty or so leaders to “declare your independence” from outside leadership and the lawsuit. 
He quantified the benefits of doing so: winning the support and respect of thousands of 
people in North Carolina, some of them state legislators, and a chance of increased 
appropriations for black colleges. While the latter could not be guaranteed, Newbold argued 
that it would be impossible if the “agitation” continued.55  
On March 20, a few days before Hocutt’s court date, many of the same men from 
Spaulding’s meeting gathered for a meeting of the Durham branch of the NAACP. The 
members passed a resolution expressing solidarity with the movement that had brought 
Hocutt to the courtroom, stating that his efforts to gain access to the University of North 
Carolina had done much to illustrate the educational inequalities faced by African 
Americans. While their resolution acknowledged the significance of the case, it also 
expressed concern for the implications of a defeat in the courtroom—“a loss of all ground 
gained.” The credibility of the young lawyers who had brought the suit lay on the line, the 
branch leaders worried. A loss for Hocutt would also result in younger African Americans 
discrediting the elder black leadership for failing to support the movement.56  
What is more, the local NAACP declared that a loss for Hocutt was likely. The 
University of North Carolina School of Pharmacy required two years of pre-medical courses, 
confirmed by a transcript from the applicant’s previous school. No transcript was submitted 
for Hocutt from North Carolina College for Negroes. According to attorney Conrad Pearson, 
Shepard had neglected to send it to the court. Hocutt had presented his own copy, but the 
University required that an official transcript be sent directly by the applicant’s previous 
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institution. Without a validated college record, Hocutt was left with his grades from high 
school, where he had not put in his best performance. Given these holes in the case, the 
Durham NAACP resolved that attorneys Pearson and McCoy should withdraw the suit. The 
branch then decided to go on record “supporting the effort to obtain a more equal distribution 
of public funds” for black higher education, petitioning the state legislature to take action.57 
  
Hocutt v. Wilson 
Losing the support of the local Durham branch of the NAACP spurred Pearson and 
McCoy to ask for more help from the NAACP headquarters in New York. “We now find 
ourselves almost alone after being promised the unqualified support of almost every 
influential man of color in our city,” McCoy wrote to Walter White. Margold and Houston 
were unavailable, so White responded by sending twenty-eight-year-old William Hastie in 
their place. Hastie, who was Houston’s cousin and a fellow Harvard Law graduate, arrived in 
North Carolina on the evening of March 23 with just hours to spare before Hocutt’s day in 
court.58 The next morning, March 24, Hocutt’s team arrived at the courthouse. North 
Carolina Attorney General Dennis G. Brummitt, the leader of the defense team, attempted to 
forge a compromise with the plaintiff. He told Hocutt that he would secure the funds to pay 
his tuition to attend graduate school out of state so long as he agreed to drop the case. When 
Hocutt’s lawyers asked for a guarantee, Brummitt could only promise that he would pressure 
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the legislature to act. In the meantime, two lawyers claiming to represent Spaulding arrived at 
the courthouse and made a last-ditch attempt at getting Pearson and McCoy to drop the case. 
They had it on good authority that the legislature would pass an out-of-state tuition bill if all 
talk of entering the University of North Carolina ceased.59 
 Weary and overwhelmed, Hastie led Hocutt’s team into Superior Court Judge 
Maurice V. Barnhill’s chambers. He asked for a week’s continuance to review the case and 
consider the last-minute offer from the defense. Judge Barnhill declined the request and 
ordered all parties into the courtroom so that the hearing could begin. Hocutt and his lawyers 
decided to leave nothing to chance. If there was no guarantee of an out-of-state tuition bill, 
then better to press ahead with the lawsuit. Pearson and McCoy knew their black elders 
wanted a compromise, but they saw a different path in which a legal decision could force the 
hand of the state legislature.60  
 The next morning, March 25, the examination of witnesses commenced. Things 
looked good for Hocutt. Practically all members of the local bar associations, black and 
white, were in the courtroom. Law professors at Chapel Hill and Duke were present along 
with their students. Local African Americans eagerly awaited the arguments of the young 
legal team who had recruited the assistance of the national civil rights organization. 
“Capacity crowd. Getting Money’s worth. Town agog…Negroes solidifying behind us,” read 
a telegram from Hastie to the national office. This palpable feeling of excitement was 
significant, given that leaders of the Durham NAACP had urged abandonment of the case. As 
                                                
59 “Hearing Continued: Futile Attempt at Compromise is Made in Hocutt Action,” Greensboro Daily News, 25 
March 1933, 7; Pearson, interview. 
 
60 Ralph Hardee Rives, “Barnhill, Maurice Victor,” in Dictionary of North Carolina Biography, ed. William S. 
Powell (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1979), accessed 9 January 2018, 
https://www.ncpedia.org/biography/barnhill-maurice-victor; “Hearing Continued,” Greensboro Daily News, 25 
March 1933, 7; Pearson, interview. Barnhill, originally from Halifax County, was a graduate of the University 
of North Carolina School of Law and had served as a superior court judge since 1924.  
113 
one black newspaper reported, the skilled lawyers’ arguments gave local African Americans 
hope: “The spectacle of colored lawyers bravely and skillfully attacking the age-old jim crow 
practices fired the imagination and loyalty of the citizens who had remained quiet or hostile 
up to then.” University registrar Thomas J. Wilson took the witness stand, where he remained 
for two hours. Hocutt’s lawyers finally got him to admit that their client had sufficient credits 
to enter the university. Pearson, McCoy, and Hastie pointed to the University’s catalogue, 
showing that Hocutt had done everything required for admission to the pharmacy school.61 
 Next it was Hocutt’s turn on the witness stand. To make the case that he was qualified 
to attend the University of North Carolina, Hocutt’s lawyers had subpoenaed the principal of 
Hillside High School to testify to his good character and credentials. But the University 
required evidence of good standing from the applicant’s last school attended—North 
Carolina College for Negroes. His heart pounding, Hocutt fielded questions from the attorney 
general. It did not take long for the defense to point out that Hocutt had no record of his 
college coursework. Hocutt realized the copy of his transcript that he submitted would not 
suffice, but Shepard had refused to send an official version. Stumbling over his words, 
Hocutt read his application for admission at the request of the defense counsel. Attorneys for 
the university had little difficulty arguing that Hocutt had not proven a scholastic history 
commensurate with the requirements of the University of North Carolina. While he may have 
attended North Carolina College, he had no official proof. The plaintiff was “poorly prepared 
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and thoroughly disqualified,” the defense claimed. This description seemed fitting if only in 
the moment when Hocutt’s nervousness compromised his ability to get his words out.62 
 The courtroom was packed “like a sardine box” on the second and final day of the 
hearing, March 28. The defense attorneys closed their case by restating their arguments about 
Hocutt’s lack of qualifications for admittance. Using a final brief that had been drawn up by 
legal experts at the university in Chapel Hill, they asked Judge Barnhill to throw out the 
plaintiff’s request for a writ of mandamus to enter the pharmacy program on the grounds that 
this was the improper remedy. Finally, the state attorney general claimed that Hocutt had a 
“deep motive” in bringing the lawsuit: he wanted “to mingle socially with white people” in 
Chapel Hill. This preposterous notion that Hocutt wanted to do anything other than obtain an 
equal education elicited “loud, derisive laughter” from the black audience in the courtroom. 
Judge Barnhill banged his gavel to restore order and granted Hastie’s request to have such 
statements omitted from the record. Pearson, McCoy, and Hastie then made their closing 
arguments, contending that the plaintiff had been denied admission solely on the basis of his 
race, which infringed on his rights under the state and federal constitutions. According to 
Pearson, Hastie “swept the entire courtroom off its feet with his ability and demeanor.” If 
Judge Barnhill had ruled with the crowd, Hocutt would have won handily. But Hocutt and his 
lawyers knew that he would probably lose on a technicality.63  
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Judge Barnhill’s verdict indicated that the writ of mandamus sought by the 
plaintiffs—or the request that the university be compelled to admit Hocutt—was not the 
proper remedy for relief of the grievances claimed. The court could not force the University 
of North Carolina to admit Hocutt; it could only require that the registrar read his application 
“in good faith, without regard to the fact that he was a negro.” Barnhill ruled that Hocutt had 
not complied with the requirements governing his application to the university, including the 
establishment of a sound educational record. Barnhill did acknowledge that the registrar had 
denied Hocutt’s application on the basis of the color of his skin but argued that he did not 
have to consider the constitutionality of this question given the technical errors by the 
plaintiff. Thus, the matter of whether or not the University of North Carolina could continue 
to discriminate on the basis of race remained undecided. Hocutt and his lawyers made plans 
to appeal the case before the state supreme court. But they ultimately decided, under the 
guidance of the national NAACP, that the case was untenable in the state system, where there 
was a high likelihood that judges would vote to uphold segregation. In the absence of hard 
evidence that Hocutt had attended North Carolina College, the case held little promise of 
victory.64 
Though unsuccessful, the impact of the Hocutt case can hardly be understated. It 
attracted attention across the nation. A full account of the trial was published in the 
Pittsburgh Courier, a black newspaper that reached a broad audience. The paper praised the 
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NAACP legal team and mourned the fact that the decision against Hocutt was based on 
technical, rather than substantive, grounds. Aside from the refusal of some whites in the 
courtroom to address the black attorneys with the title of “mister,” the Courier concluded, the 
Hocutt hearings were marked by the “utmost courtesy” between the races. Other African 
American organs saw the Hocutt ruling as less positive. The Chicago Defender raised the 
issue of certain black leaders “Uncle Toming,” or declaring positive relations between the 
races and blaming litigation on a younger generation of African Americans. If nothing else, 
the NAACP attorneys had learned from their experience in North Carolina and would carry 
these lessons forward as they launched cases in neighboring states. Some decades later, 
Hastie recalled that the Hocutt case, which he joined at zero hour, had “started something.” 
NAACP historian Patricia Sullivan describes Hocutt as the first in a series of cases that 
“offered a means for exploring white reactions, engaging public opinion, and offering a focus 
for black civic activism.”65 
For African Americans in Durham, the Hocutt episode showcased generational and 
intraracial tensions that had been brewing for some time. On one side stood the city’s black 
leadership class that included Shepard, Spaulding, and other professional men who had 
grown accustomed to settling matters of interracial dispute through cooperation with 
moderate whites, and established their power as “race men” in so doing. On the other side 
was a cohort of younger, bolder African Americans—recent graduates like Hocutt and 
journalist Louis Austin who thought the time ripe for a change in strategy. To be sure, there 
were many links between the groups: Pearson’s uncle was one of Shepard’s closest friends. 
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Austin depended on C. C. Spaulding, his former employer, to bail his newspaper out of 
financial trouble. Moreover, the younger generation understood the older generation’s tactics 
even if they remained frustrated by them. In an oral history conducted forty-five years later, 
Conrad Pearson indicated that he held no bitterness toward James Shepard. “I admired Dr. 
Shepard. He did more good than he did harm,” he said.66 In the immediate aftermath of the 
Hocutt case, however, Pearson, McCoy, Austin and others would rally against Shepard’s 
politics to mobilize their contemporaries. 
For white North Carolinians, the Hocutt case served as a wake-up call. African 
Americans with the sponsorship of a national civil rights organization would continue to 
press for equality in higher education. As long as the state took no action in the matter, there 
was a significant risk that a future court case would succeed. “This settles nothing,” 
proclaimed an editorial in the Durham Morning Herald, which recommended that the 
legislature go ahead and pay out-of-state tuition for African Americans wishing to attend 
graduate or professional school. The paper suggested that in the long term lawmakers should 
set up programs at the existing state institutions for African Americans—a position with 
which Newbold agreed.67  
 
The Brawley-Murphy Bill 
Taking a cue from the public response to the Hocutt case, Newbold worked with 
Shepard and other black educators to enact a stopgap measure that would dissuade future 
litigation. They aimed to follow the lead of other southern states that had already allocated or 
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were considering establishing scholarships for African Americans to pursue graduate and 
professional education out of state. Shepard and Newbold had long talked about the merits of 
out-of-state scholarships in the absence of graduate and professional programs within the 
state. Spaulding and other black Durhamites even drafted model legislation based on West 
Virginia’s 1927 law, and they took note of an out-of-state scholarships bill being considered 
by the Maryland legislature.68 For whatever reason, the North Carolina General Assembly 
had chosen not to pass an out-of-state scholarship bill to thwart the Hocutt suit. Shepard 
hoped that as the NAACP’s intention to launch multiple lawsuits became known, the 
legislature would find the motivation to act. 
Within ten days of the Hocutt ruling, the North Carolina Teachers Association 
(NCTA), the state’s black teachers’ organization, approached Governor Ehringhaus, 
requesting that he support a temporary program that would provide financial assistance to 
black students who wished to attend professional school out of state. The NCTA also asked 
the governor to convene a biracial committee to study the broader issue of racial inequalities 
in public education.69 One day after the NCTA sent its letter, state representatives Sumter 
Coe Brawley and Walter Murphy introduced an out-of-state scholarships bill in the General 
Assembly. The legislation called for the state to provide assistance to “qualified members of 
the negro race,” provided they were residents of North Carolina. State funds would defray the 
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cost of tuition at any “regularly accredited Grade A professional school,” so long as the 
program was also offered in North Carolina at a school maintained exclusively for whites.70  
Newspapers around the state saw the Brawley-Murphy bill as an appropriate response 
to the Hocutt suit. “We think it is a fair proposition. It is one way out of a difficult and 
unpleasant situation,” wrote the Durham Herald, acknowledging that the state had a 
constitutional obligation to provide professional training “for the ambitious and qualified 
Negro student.” Again laying out short-term and long-term plans, the Herald argued that out-
of-state financial assistance was less expensive than establishing professional schools for 
African Americans within the state. As more black students desired professional education, 
however, the state would need to provide such schools at home. The Durham Sun stated that 
the Brawley-Murphy bill provided an “equal opportunity” for black students and warned that 
if the state did not take some action, it would “be compelled to open the doors of white 
institutions of higher learning to Negroes.” The Hocutt case had its flaws, the article 
explained, but a “perfected case” put before the courts would almost certainly succeed. Even 
Walter White, the executive secretary of the NAACP, proclaimed, “This bill, if passed, will 
accomplish substantially the result sought by the NAACP in the Hocutt lawsuit, namely that 
Negro taxpayers in North Carolina and other southern states are entitled to professional 
training for their youth.”71 
                                                
70 “New Constitution Measure is Beaten in Lower Body,” Greensboro Daily News, 6 April 1933, 11; NCTA to 
Ehringhaus, 5 April 1933, including copy of bill, Folder E-F, Box 11, DNE; “Bill to Aid Negroes in School 
Approved,” Greensboro Daily News, 7 April 1933, 7. The amount of tuition covered by the state was equal to 
what the state paid per pupil in the existing professional program for white students. A student wishing to apply 
for assistance was to present a certificate of admission to the State Superintendent of Public Instruction, who 
would then send the scholarship funds directly to the professional school. 
 
71 “The Best Way Out,” Durham Herald, 7 April 1933 and “Equal Opportunity,” Durham Sun, date unknown, 
enclosed in Shepard to Newbold, 7 April 1933, Folder S, Box 11, DNE; “North Carolina Offers to Pay Tuition 
for Negro Graduate Students,” Pittsburgh Courier, 15 April 1933, A3. 
120 
At the end of April 1933, the House passed the Brawley-Murphy bill by a safe 
margin. Discussion among legislators centered on the difference between race segregation 
and race discrimination. Whereas state and nation had established legal grounding for 
segregation, lawmakers in the House viewed discrimination on the basis of race—or denying 
African Americans their state constitutional right to education—as another issue entirely. 
Legislators feared a loss if the matter made it to the Supreme Court, which they saw as a 
potential outcome of the NAACP’s legal strategy. When the bill continued to the North 
Carolina Senate, however, it sat unaddressed in committee. Numerous press reports referred 
to it as “highly controversial” and “full of dynamite.” The bill died when the General 
Assembly adjourned.72 
It is not clear what killed the Brawley-Murphy Bill in the Senate. Perhaps the 
legislators’ sense of urgency to act relaxed when the NAACP decided not to pursue the 
Hocutt case further. Meanwhile, on April 21, 1933, the Maryland legislature passed a law 
that allowed the state to set aside a part of its appropriation for the Princess Anne 
Academy—a junior college for African Americans—for scholarships for black students to 
take professional classes at out-of-state institutions. Students could apply for out-of-state 
scholarships to take courses that were not offered at Princess Anne, but the courses had to be 
available to white students at the University of Maryland.73 African Americans in three 
southern border states—West Virginia, Missouri, and Maryland—now had access to state 
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funds to pursue out-of-state graduate and professional education. Black Southerners still had 
no opportunities within their home states.  
 
Expanding North Carolina College for Negroes 
The end of the 1933 legislative session left Shepard discouraged. Not only had the 
General Assembly failed to pass a law providing out-of-state scholarships for African 
Americans, but it had also failed to provide NCC with an adequate appropriation. Shepard 
had little hope of expanding his institution with the $24,170 per year allocated by the 
legislature, just $117 per pupil. This represented a cut of 40 percent from the college’s 
appropriation in 1929. In response to the Depression, lawmakers had instituted appropriation 
cuts to all institutions in the state system. The white university at Chapel Hill was forced to 
operate at about half of its typical budget as well, but the less developed schools like NCC, 
which had been neglected all along, were hit hardest.74 Governor Ehringhaus defended the 
comparably low appropriations for the black colleges by explaining that the state’s newest 
charges received secondary priority in the budgetary process. Nevertheless, he assured 
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Shepard that the state government would “do everything possible and consistent with our 
financial capacities for all colored institutions.”75  
In order to make ends meet, Shepard had to cut his faculty’s salaries in half. Just a 
month earlier, he had been unable to pay them anything at all. Because the state legislature 
met biennially and thus would not meet again until the spring of 1935, there was little 
possibility for any government action. Shepard looked to other sources for relief. He turned 
to the General Education Board, asking for $5,000 to be spent over the next two years on 
teachers’ salaries and operating expenses. In a letter to the Board’s field agent, Jackson 
Davis, Shepard explained that he had had to cut instructors’ salaries “beyond a living wage,” 
with the lowest paid instructor receiving just $600 per year. Davis explained that in the midst 
of financial hard times, too many institutions had written to the Board asking for assistance. 
As a result, the GEB was not able to fund these requests, particularly in the case of state 
institutions.76 
Through private contributions from the citizens of Durham, including Mary Duke 
Biddle, C. C. Spaulding, and W. G. Pearson, NCC was able to stay afloat through the end of 
the 1933 academic year. Shepard had to keep teachers’ salaries low until he received a larger 
appropriation from the state, and he could not count on the usual boost from summer school 
tuition revenue because students, too, were struggling to pay their bills. Anticipating 
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continued financial pressure in the fall semester of 1934, Shepard wrote to Ehringhaus 
requesting an emergency appropriation of $1200 to cover expenses and $675 for much-
needed repairs. “Although we are cut to the bone we shall keep within our budget…. We do 
not have, however, a single dollar for petty cash,” Shepard wrote to the governor. “You have 
the power…to see to it that many wrongs are righted.”77 
Shepard was frustrated that his efforts to manage the Hocutt suit, with the intention of 
generating more funding for his college, had accomplished very little to date. Newbold and 
Ehringhaus continued to promise that Shepard’s school would be the beneficiary of 
additional funding for graduate and professional education. The governor stated that he 
preferred for black students to be educated in state, rather than in the North, for fear that 
“they come back with the wrong ideas and add to our problems here.”78 But it remained to be 
seen whether the potential of African Americans acquiring “wrong ideas” out of state would 
convince the North Carolina legislature of the need to expand NCC. Events of the next 
several years proved it was going to require additional action within the court system for the 
state officials to make good on their promises.  
For the remainder of 1933 and 1934, Shepard continued to press for pragmatic 
improvements in black education through his usual channels. At the same time, he 
discouraged the efforts of younger leaders to bring about swifter change. This latter group 
was busy organizing a statewide chapter of the NAACP, hoping to capitalize on the energy 
generated by the Hocutt case. Walter White traveled south from New York City and made his 
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way from city to city, delivering speeches at mass meetings held in black churches. He spoke 
to hundreds of new members and witnessed the organization of six new branches in North 
Carolina. By the fall of 1933, these new branches had come together in a statewide 
federation. White returned to take part in the state organization’s inaugural meeting and 
mobilize those present to support a lawsuit against unequal teachers’ salaries. The New York 
office viewed North Carolina as an ideal location for a legal challenge, given the plentiful 
evidence documenting the stark and long-standing differences between black and white 
teachers’ salaries. The organization’s successful recruitment in the aftermath of the Hocutt 
affair had confirmed its leaders’ inclinations, even if the Hocutt case itself had demonstrated 
the reluctance of some black North Carolinians to back the NAACP.79  
The issue of unequal teachers’ salaries was one with which Shepard was deeply 
familiar. Shepard not only had difficulty paying his own faculty members a living wage, but 
he also had been involved in the NCTA’s efforts to combat the state’s unequal treatment of 
its black and white schoolteachers. Since 1927, the NCTA had studied the problem of salary 
disparity and lobbied the legislature with mild success. Shepard and Winston-Salem Teachers 
College President Simon Atkins had both served as presidents of the NCTA in close 
succession, and the association reflected these educators’ politics in its efforts to influence 
state policymaking through interracial cooperation. The NCTA’s request in the spring of 
1933 for a biracial state committee to study racial inequalities in public education was case in 
point. Governor Ehringhaus responded favorably and asked the NCTA leadership to write up 
a statement for his consideration. In September 1933, the NCTA’s Executive Committee met 
and developed a list of key issues—including teachers’ salaries—which they planned to 
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research and make recommendations on in a report that it would deliver to the governor the 
following spring.80 
The newly organized state chapter of the NAACP sought an alliance with the NCTA 
in their campaign to equalize teachers’ salaries through a lawsuit. The NAACP thought that 
the gravity of the situation, combined with the fact that the state had done so little to address 
the problem, might convince some of the educators to join their ranks. After all, black 
teachers in North Carolina earned just 65 percent of the salaries of their white counterparts. 
The hundreds of teachers who turned out for the NAACP’s statewide meeting in October 
suggested that support among NCTA members was on the rise. But, as historian Sarah 
Thuesen explains, many North Carolina educators remained skeptical of legal action, even if 
they agreed with the end goal of equal salaries. In part, public school teachers feared for their 
jobs should they endorse a lawsuit against their employer—the state.81 The alternative course 
of action being pursued by the NCTA—a commission that would study conditions and 
recommend changes with support from the governor—seemed a safer alternative to many.   
 Just days after the NAACP’s statewide meeting, Shepard wrote to the governor, 
attempting to reassure him that black leadership in North Carolina was prepared to cooperate 
with white state officials to “promote peace and good will.” Shepard played down the 
NAACP’s plan to launch a lawsuit to equalize teachers’ salaries, saying that he did not think 
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court action was likely. He continued to assure Ehringhaus that he had faith in the ability of 
black and white leaders to come up with a solution to the problem but told the governor that 
state action was necessary to deny “the radical element,” by which he meant those 
advocating legal action, “further cause for agitation.” Shepard told the governor that he 
planned to organize a meeting of black leaders to decide on a strategy to equalize teachers’ 
salaries without resorting to a lawsuit.82  
 When Shepard shared his plans to convene a working group to study the salary issue 
with N. C. Newbold, the director of Negro education responded approvingly, calling 
Shepard’s proposal “exceedingly wise.” In November, Shepard put his plan into action. He 
held a meeting with black leaders who shared his reticence toward legal action, but he also 
invited several members of NAACP branches around the state, including an organizer of the 
new statewide branch. In his invitation, Shepard emphasized the importance of directing the 
fight for equal salaries “along channels where there can be a united effort.” He called for 
those present at the meeting to produce a “clear-cut statement…as to the wrongs and the 
remedies” facing black North Carolinians.83 Accordingly, the group adopted a resolution that 
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demanded that the laws of the state be enforced equally regardless of race and noted that, 
despite the patriotism and loyalty of African Americans, white state officials were falling 
down on the job. The resolution documented a long list of grievances: lynching was on the 
rise; African Americans accused of crimes were not tried fairly; black children attended 
“inadequate, wretchedly equipped schools”; and, well-trained black teachers were paid pitiful 
wages, 20 to 30 percent less than their white counterparts. While the resolution emphasized 
the importance of maintaining peace between the races, it also called on African Americans 
to register to vote and cast their ballots as a “first means of defense,” even though many 
whites wished they would “stay out of politics.” It was the responsibility of the white state 
officials who wrote the laws to practice equal enforcement of the rights guaranteed therein. 
The resolution urged African Americans to “consider other ways” if state officials did not 
meet that duty. The resolution stopped short of advocating court action but implied that 
option remained.84  
 Such demands were audacious compared to the more deferential appeals Shepard had 
made in the past, and the emboldened tone reflected the presence of many voices at the table. 
Shepard knew he had to compromise with the state leaders of the NAACP, lest he surrender 
all leadership of the black community to them. When Walter White heard about the meeting, 
he wrote to Shepard, asking him to state clearly his criticisms of the NAACP’s legal 
campaign. The executive secretary wanted to know why Shepard’s proposal of “a united 
effort” was superior. Shepard also learned from Spaulding that NAACP leaders in 
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Greensboro had spread the word that white state officials like Newbold had “captured” him. 
With such concerns in mind, Shepard aimed to meet the NAACP leaders in the middle by 
agreeing to a bolder statement than he would have written on his own. In the end, he struck a 
perfect balance. White decided to spin the resolution as a victory, arguing that the NAACP 
had convinced the older, conservative leaders to consider legal action against unequal 
teachers’ salaries. At the same time, Newbold told Shepard that the resolution had received 
praise in Raleigh, while it was “sufficiently militant to be acceptable to any group of the 
NAACP.”85 
 With the ambiguous resolution written, Shepard and other leaders in the NCTA took 
care to distance themselves from the NAACP’s tactics. They trusted that the very existence 
of two divergent agendas—their proposal to negotiate and the NAACP’s plan to litigate—
would force the state to act. Governor Ehringhaus and other state officials felt the pressure to 
address salary inequalities, and facing an NAACP-backed lawsuit made siding with the 
NCTA an appealing option. The possibility of legal action remained a threat too great to 
ignore, even though, perhaps unbeknownst to state officials, the NAACP had difficulty 
recruiting a cohort of educators to support its cause, let alone agree to serve as plaintiffs in a 
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lawsuit.86 The meeting orchestrated by Shepard in November had convinced state officials 
that the teachers’ organization would not rest content with the status quo. 
 In June 1934, the governor followed up the NCTA’s appeal by appointing the 
Commission for the Study of Problems in Negro Education—a biracial commission of fifty-
four individuals familiar with education in the state, half of whom were black. The 
commission was further divided into eight sub-committees, one for each of the concerns 
listed in the NCTA’s initial statement to the governor. A secondary committee of consultants, 
which included Shepard, served in an advisory capacity, charged with reading the 
commission’s recommendations and offering suggestions. By November, the commission 
released its report in time for the General Assembly’s 1935 session. The report confirmed 
what most educators and politicians already knew. While North Carolina had more state-
funded institutions of higher learning for African Americans than any other southern state, its 
per pupil expenditure at those institutions ranked dead last. In addition, there was a 
significant demand for graduate and professional education. More than two hundred black 
college graduates from in-state institutions had pursued graduate work leading to the MA, 
PhD, and numerous professional degrees, many of them paying their own way to go north 
where the color of their skin did not prohibit their admission. The report concluded that “the 
State should be immediately concerned with providing graduate work leading to the master’s 
degree at least.” Either the state should make graduate and professional work available at its 
existing African American institutions or provide subsidies for students to acquire education 
outside of the state.87 
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 In the area of teachers’ salaries, the report indicated that the maximum salary paid to a 
black public school teacher was $560 per year. The few teachers earning this salary 
possessed the highest certification possible—an “A” certificate, which represented eight 
years of experience and a degree from a standard four-year college. Yet the report also 
estimated the average yearly living expense for a teacher in North Carolina as $584, meaning 
it was impossible for the most qualified and experienced teachers to survive on their state 
salaries without going into debt. What is more, the average black classroom teacher, 
excluding principals and supervisors, made just $415 per year, compared to the average 
white classroom teacher who earned an annual salary of $621 in 1934-1935. The report 
recommended that the state reduce the salary differential between black and white teachers 
by 50 percent within a year and completely within three to five years. Despite how clearly 
the commission’s report laid out the facts, the General Assembly continued to turn a blind 
eye. When lawmakers did enact legislation to reduce the salary disparity, they did so only 
slightly. By 1939, black teachers earned just 74 percent of what white teachers made. 
Meanwhile, as the NAACP’s hopes of gathering support and potential litigants for a lawsuit 
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dimmed, the organization turned to Virginia and Maryland, where it had begun pursuing 
litigation in 1936. Salary equalization would not occur in North Carolina until 1944.88 
Lawmakers also refused to act on the commission’s recommendations in graduate and 
professional education.  
 The NAACP’s inability to direct the teachers’ salary campaign revealed that a 
significant portion of North Carolina’s African American leadership remained wedded to a 
strategy of negotiating small but measurable gains from white state officials rather than 
demanding immediate change through litigation. Leaders like Shepard thought that 
constructing an alternative to the NAACP or other “outsider” organizations might provide 
them with leverage to acquire public resources for black institutions. Although the resources 
might come slowly and in smaller denominations, pragmatists like Shepard considered 
something better than nothing when compared to the potential costs of a lawsuit. The fact 
that the state would not deliver, however, caused Shepard to reexamine his strategy.  
 
The Dividends of Negotiation? 
 By 1935 after the General Assembly released its budget, NCC found itself in the same 
position as two years prior. The appropriation for the college had increased by just $245.89 
Shepard lost three faculty members who could not afford to stay in their positions with 
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salaries that failed to provide a living wage. In an effort to retain teachers, Shepard took 
money out of his own salary to supplement his staff’s paychecks. To keep the school out of 
debt, Shepard personally paid $100 per month toward an outstanding bill from an 
architectural firm that had been hired to renovate some campus buildings. Shepard wrote the 
governor that he assumed this personal burden to further his mission of building a college of 
which all North Carolinians would be proud.90 
 The college was in desperate need of further renovations as the original structures, now 
twenty-five years old, were “a disgrace.” In its infancy, the college could hardly afford 
adequate building materials or sound construction work. In the absence of increased state 
appropriations, Shepard returned to the possibility of acquiring federal relief for renovations 
as well as new facilities to accommodate the college’s growth. After initially refusing to 
approve Shepard’s request to apply for a grant from the Public Works Commission (PWC)—
one arm of President Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal jobs programs—Governor Ehringhaus 
gave Shepard the go-ahead in January 1934.91 Shepard’s application proved successful, and 
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the PWC contributed $9000 to build a gymnasium, an outdoor athletic field, and a wooden 
grandstand that could seat 1000 spectators. The governor, however, refused to commit state 
funds to provide $2000 worth of construction materials. In the end, Shepard sold off some of 
the college’s land to pay for the materials, and he again contributed some of his own funds to 
the project.92  
 In the spring of 1935, rumor made it back to Shepard that the governor and officers of 
the budget bureau had resolved to use extreme caution in approving additional building 
projects at his institution because of what they referred to as a history of “over-extension” 
and “poor financial management.” Shepard’s source suggested that the state planned to 
install a business manager at the college to handle the institution’s finances. Infuriated, 
Shepard decided that he must confront the issue. Shepard wrote to Ehringhaus explaining that 
the poor financial situation plaguing the college resulted from trying to operate a standard 
college “on a shoestring.” Shepard admitted to spending the college into debt, but only in an 
effort to build a college worthy of its constituents. “I just could not stand to see the institution 
crippled,” he wrote. Shepard, out of necessity, was both president and financial manager of 
his college. “If there has been one dollar wastefully spent or if the State’s financial interest 
has been dissipated in a single instance,” Shepard challenged the governor, “I would be very 
glad that it be pointed out.”93 After serving for a quarter century as the school’s president, 
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Shepard had developed a sense of ownership of the college’s affairs, and this much was clear 
from his defensive response to charges of financial mismanagement.  
 After having his leadership questioned by the governor, Shepard may have doubted the 
utility of his method of effecting change; his deference to influential whites had thus far 
failed to garner much in the way of institutional resources. At the very moment when state 
officials criticized Shepard’s management, he was engaged in a movement by black 
Durhamites to register voters and educate them to use their ballots as leverage in local and 
state affairs. In 1935, Shepard and Spaulding joined newspaper editor Louis Austin and 
attorney R. McCants Andrews as founding members of the Durham Committee on Negro 
Affairs (DCNA), which historian Walter Weare has referred to as “a kind of Urban League, 
NAACP, and non-partisan voters’ league all rolled into one.” While the DCNA aimed to 
increase black political participation, its definitively middle-class membership was perhaps 
out of touch with the fact that the majority of local African Americans would face significant 
impediments to voting for several decades to come; select black professionals’ access to the 
ballot was the exception and not the rule. Furthermore, the DCNA was never intended to 
upend the existing political order but instead give voice to Durham’s black middle class, 
particularly in close elections where their votes might make a difference.94 
 In speeches and public appearances, Shepard championed the DCNA’s slogan, “A 
voteless people is a hopeless people,” citing the denial of the ballot as one of several 
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instances of racial discrimination that was keeping America from living up to its image of a 
democracy. The franchise, Shepard claimed, was a critical tool for African Americans to 
secure protection in courts of law as well as access to their supposedly “inalienable rights.”95 
Shepard’s participation in the DCNA suggests that he shared his fellow members’ desire to 
see a resurgence of black political participation, but his role in the organization also allowed 
him to continue playing competing interests off one another to further his own agenda. 
Through the DCNA, Shepard remained closely connected to the activities of black leaders in 
Durham like Austin, with whom he had regular disagreements concerning the best path 
toward racial equality. Shepard’s engagement with the political organization also afforded 
him another bargaining tool with white officials who may have believed Shepard could 
temper the activities of the DCNA. Alternatively, Shepard could leverage the potential power 
of an expanded black electorate to sway state and local elections and gain additional 
resources for his college. Either way, Shepard’s involvement in the DCNA stood to work to 
his advantage. 
 In the following years, Shepard continued his efforts to convince white lawmakers of 
his willingness to cooperate over matters of African American advancement—a pledge that 
he hoped they would eventually reward in dollars and cents. He maintained that interracial 
cooperation provided the most productive means by which to tackle racial discrimination in 
the present and cautioned against any strategy that embraced violence or revolution, which he 
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said would “be accompanied by a resentment which will smolder until sufficient fuel has 
been gathered for an outbreak and then it will flame forth in destructive retaliation.” Lasting 
peace between the races, Shepard argued, could not be achieved by the sword. “The 
aggression of intellect,” Shepard claimed, should be the weapon of the black community. 
African Americans should make intelligent appeals to white racial liberals and enjoin them in 
the fight to defeat attitudes of white supremacy. Of course, Shepard’s college played a 
significant role in training African Americans to use their intellect to effect change.96 
 A reluctant governor and an obstructionist legislature left Shepard at times with no 
other choice than to plead for the future of his institution. At a meeting of the General 
Assembly’s Committee on Appropriations in 1935, Shepard lamented that NCC was slated to 
receive $29,900 for the year 1935-1936, even though Shepard had submitted budget requests 
totaling $44,415. “Bring us in the rank so that we can gallop in the gang,” Shepard said, 
explaining that he was only asking the legislature to treat NCC with the fairness and respect 
it regarded other public institutions. Despite the fact that the school was growing—its 
enrollment had increased 30 percent—its appropriation had declined annually since 1929 to 
the lowest level in the school’s history. “No effort will be spared on my part to do the best I 
can if it takes every drop of blood, that I will give every ounce of strength to promote peace 
and happiness between the races,” Shepard closed dramatically. He had asked for just one-
fifth of what the college actually needed but still failed to receive it.97  
 It would take a series of successful desegregation lawsuits sponsored by the NAACP 
over the next four years to finally jolt the General Assembly into action. In April of 1935, 
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news of a pending legal battle in Maryland reached lawmakers in Raleigh. At issue was 
twenty-one-year-old Donald Murray’s application to the University of Maryland School of 
Law. An African American resident of Baltimore and graduate of Amherst College, Murray 
had been rejected by the university on the basis of his race and urged to take advantage of 
Maryland’s out-of-state scholarships for black students wishing to pursue graduate and 
professional education. Assisted by NAACP lawyers Charles Hamilton Houston and 
Thurgood Marshall, who had himself been denied admission to Maryland’s School of Law, 
Murray filed suit. In January 1936, the Maryland Court of Appeals ruled that Murray’s 
Fourteenth Amendment rights had been violated: he was guaranteed equal treatment by 
publicly funded facilities, namely the state’s educational system. Because there was no law 
school for African Americans in Maryland, the state’s only provision for the legal education 
of its black citizens was the out-of-state scholarship program. The Court ruled that this 
remedy did not provide substantially equal treatment because the real cost of Murray 
attending the nearest law school for African Americans far exceeded the $200 that Maryland 
would give him for tuition. Moreover, Maryland’s out-of-state scholarships were limited, and 
there were at least twice as many applicants as scholarships available.98 
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 The ruling in Murray was confined to the state and thus did not apply outside of its 
borders. However, a number of southern states took the decision as a sign that they should 
begin to build their defense against desegregation. Donald Murray’s matriculation at the 
University of Maryland’s law school prompted state legislatures in Oklahoma, Kentucky, and 
Virginia to establish out-of-state scholarship programs in response.99 Litigation efforts 
intensified as well. In August 1935, twenty-two-year-old Alice Jackson applied to the 
University of Virginia to enroll in a master’s degree in French. She had an undergraduate 
degree from Virginia Union University in Richmond and had begun graduate courses in 
French at Smith College in Massachusetts. When the University of Virginia’s Board of 
Visitors denied Jackson’s application, noting, “The education of white and colored persons in 
the same schools is contrary to the long established and fixed policy of the Commonwealth 
of Virginia,” Jackson acquired the support of the NAACP and sued the university.100 By the 
end of 1935, it became clear that Jackson’s case would likely be dismissed on a technicality: 
her undergraduate institution—Virginia Union—was unaccredited. Nevertheless, the threat 
                                                                                                                                                  
law school for African Americans as a remedy, because at the time of the case, the state had made no plans to 
establish such a school.  
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of the suit and the success of Murray’s case in neighboring Maryland moved the state of 
Virginia to create graduate and professional educational opportunities for African Americans 
at its one black college in Petersburg. In December, the Virginia State Board of Education 
authorized President John Gandy to create graduate and professional courses at Virginia State 
College (VSC) “as rapidly as the demand arises and economic conditions permit.” By the 
spring of 1936, Virginia’s General Assembly passed legislation to provide out-of-state 
scholarships for programs that would not be established at VSC. The law was written 
carefully to cover full tuition costs, living expenses, and transportation to pass the legal 
muster established by the Murray decision.101  
 Faced with the actions taken by its neighbor to the north and the NAACP’s victory in 
Murray, North Carolina’s political leaders reconsidered their stance on providing graduate 
and professional education to African Americans. Having originally allotted $24,415 per 
year, the legislature adjusted its original appropriation to NCC for the 1935-1937 biennium to 
$36,791 for 1935-1936 and $38,864 for 1936-1937. Furthermore, white racial liberals who 
were leading members of the state’s Commission on Interracial Cooperation lobbied the state 
to establish graduate and professional education at NCC and North Carolina’s other publicly 
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funded college for African Americans—North Carolina Agricultural & Technical College 
(NC A&T) in Greensboro.102 Notably, University of North Carolina sociologist Guy B. 
Johnson published a series of articles in the New York Age in which he lamented the lack of 
graduate and professional degree programs for black students in the South, and particularly in 
North Carolina. “Are we going to solve [the problem] in the old way by tossing out a few 
crumbs of pseudo-graduate instruction to Negro graduate students?” he asked. After learning 
of Johnson’s remarks, Shepard did not miss the chance to alert Governor Ehringhaus to the 
fact that a white man had called for the legislature to dedicate more resources to black higher 
education.103 
 In the wake of the Murray decision, Newbold invited representatives from North 
Carolina College, the University of North Carolina, and Duke University to form a “graduate 
council” to discuss the prospect of establishing graduate courses at the state’s liberal arts 
institution for African Americans. The group aimed to improve the college’s accreditation 
rating with the Southern Association of Colleges and Secondary Schools—the organization 
had listed NCC as a “B” institution due to its inadequate library resources, low faculty 
salaries, and the number of instructors who did not possess graduate degrees. The council 
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hoped to secure an improved rating from SACS in advance of the next meeting of the 
General Assembly, where it planned to lobby for resources to establish graduate and 
professional departments. In the meantime, with the legislature out of session, the council 
appealed to the General Education Board to provide funds for institutional improvements at 
NCC.104 
 As was routine by now, the General Assembly authorized a commission to study public 
schools and colleges for African Americans in the state when it convened in the spring of 
1937. Whether the commission’s findings would inspire action on the part of the legislature 
was an open question. State lawmakers offered some hope when they agreed to contribute 
$155,000 to Shepard’s institution to match a $126,000 grant from the federal Public Works 
Administration (PWA). The money would be used to build a dormitory for men, an 
auditorium, a library, and seven cottages to serve as teachers’ residences. Significantly, the 
state now agreed to match federal contributions, which it had refused to do in 1934. On April 
19, 1937, Shepard looked on as construction workers broke ground on the new auditorium. 
“This will give us quite an imposing campus,” he wrote to the GEB, as he asked the 
philanthropy to consider donating money to equip the new buildings.105 The physical 
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improvements made to NCC, along with the new interest shown by state and federal 
governments, resulted in SACS raising its rating for the institution from a “B” to an “A.” By 
August 1938, Shepard had secured an additional grant from the PWA for $150,000 towards a 
science building, a dormitory for female students, a home economics building, a laundry, and 
two additional cottages for teachers. The New Deal agency’s offer depended on matching 
funds of $180,000 from the state. In a special session, the General Assembly resolved that it 
could only grant $126,500. Shepard managed to secure the shortfall in funds from private 
sources and by September 1938, he had enough to match the federal contribution. The entire 
building program would now go ahead as planned.106 
In October, the newly appointed legislative commission to consider public education 
for African Americans issued its report. The document repeated much of what had been said 
by the 1934 commission encouraged by the NCTA and appointed by Governor Ehringhaus. 
The commission found that educational opportunities for African Americans in the state were 
blatantly unequal to those provided for whites. North Carolina appropriated $150 per student 
to white colleges, which was more than twice the $73 per student that the state appropriated 
to black colleges. Likewise, the state invested nearly $28 million in white college campuses 
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compared to just $5 million in black campuses. There were four white colleges in the state 
that offered between one and three years of graduate and professional instruction but not a 
single graduate or professional course open to black students. The commission concluded, 
“Considerably increased support should be given to state colleges for Negroes” and “some 
satisfactory plan for providing graduate and professional education should be determined by 
the Legislature.”107  
 The commission urged the legislature to increase its support for black institutions to 
reduce the funding differential from 50 percent to 33.3 percent—a gesture that would lessen 
but not eliminate the problem. Regarding graduate education, the commission recognized 
that the Old North State lagged significantly behind the eight other southern and border states 
that had already made provisions. Thus, the commission encouraged the legislature to 
appropriate money for buildings, equipment, and instructor salaries necessary for graduate 
and professional instruction. “A university cannot be built in a year,” the commission 
cautioned, but with support from colleagues at the University at Chapel Hill and Duke, NCC 
could grow into a formidable institution. Reiterating recommendations that had been made 
since 1933, the commission called for the authorization of out-of-state scholarships, or what 
it referred to as “extramural training,” to meet the immediate needs of black students. It also 
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stated that the legislature should appropriate between $15,000 and $20,000 for them to seek 
graduate and professional training elsewhere.108 
 There was every chance that the General Assembly of 1939 would leave the report to 
fade into obscurity as previous legislatures had done. But in December 1938, weeks before 
the legislators gathered in Raleigh, the Supreme Court of the United States issued a 
momentous decision invalidating out-of-state tuition scholarships as a solution to educational 
inequality. Twenty-seven-year-old Lloyd Gaines, a native of St. Louis, Missouri, and an 
honors graduate of Lincoln University, had applied to the University of Missouri Law 
School. When the law school rejected Gaines’ application on the basis of his race, the 
NAACP took up his case. The Supreme Court heard the lawsuit on appeal and held that the 
state of Missouri had to provide Gaines with legal education within the state—either at a 
separate institution set up for African Americans or at the University of Missouri. Departing 
from the legal precedent set by Murray, the Court found that Missouri could not fulfill its 
obligation to black students through out-of-state scholarships. Missouri state legislators 
appropriated money and made plans to build a law school for African Americans at the 
state’s only black institution, Lincoln University, but there was little chance that this program 
could be established, let alone made equal, by the time Gaines was ready to enroll. 
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Unfortunately, Gaines mysteriously disappeared before acting on the Court’s decision; he 
was last seen in Chicago in March 1939.109  
 The Gaines case should have invalidated out-of-state scholarships as a remedy for 
achieving equality in graduate and professional education in all states. But most southern 
state legislatures continued to rely on the out-of-state solution. Some states followed 
Missouri’s lead and established limited graduate and professional programs for black 
students at their existing publicly-funded black colleges. In essence, the legislatures hedged 
their bets on the limited ability of the NAACP’s nascent legal program to launch costly suits 
in several states at once. Lawmakers also attempted to deter legal action by constructing a 
few slipshod graduate programs, thinking that states with no provisions for black graduate 
education whatsoever would be first on the NAACP’s target list.  
Such was the logic of the North Carolina legislature. As one of its first orders of 
business in the 1939 session, the General Assembly passed an “Act to Provide Graduate and 
Professional Courses for the Negroes of North Carolina,” drawing on several of the 
recommendations listed in the legislative commission’s report from October 1938. The 
Supreme Court’s Gaines decision had given Shepard’s demands for resources increased 
urgency. The legislature authorized Shepard to set up long-desired graduate departments in 
English, social science, science, education, law, and pharmacy. He also received the authority 
to add up to three more departments as student demand necessitated. N.C. Newbold 
remarked, “I think the state has now clarified its entire program of higher education for 
Negroes.” The legislature provided a budget of approximately $50,000, paid out of its 
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Emergency Fund, and made it clear that additional money would be appropriated as 
needed.110 In addition to the money earmarked for graduate education, the state substantially 
increased its general appropriation to the college and would continue this level of funding in 
the coming years. Significantly, the legislature finally set up an out-of-state scholarship 




 On September 25, 1939, citizens of Durham witnessed the opening of the state’s first 
law school for African Americans—one of the most notable additions to the North Carolina 
College campus. Until this moment, black North Carolinians who desired to pursue legal 
education had few options. Howard University’s law school in Washington, DC, the closest 
geographically, was hundreds of miles away. Now African Americans could train as lawyers 
in their home state. Some of them would go on to join the ranks of attorneys Conrad Pearson 
and Cecil McCoy, who served as foot soldiers in the civil rights movement. White advocates 
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of interracial cooperation—men like N. C. Newbold—pointed to the new law school as an 
example of positive race relations. These “white friends,” as Shepard called them, testified 
before the legislative budget committee in Raleigh when the college’s appropriation was up 
for debate. In 1941, the state increased NCC’s appropriation by $25,000. The governor also 
made money available from a contingency fund to purchase sixteen additional acres of land 
to allow for the expansion of the college. In December 1942, the Association of American 
Universities recognized this growth by placing the college on its approved list of universities 
and colleges along with just three other black institutions: Howard University, Fisk 
University, and Talladega College.112  
 Thomas Hocutt observed the school’s expansion during a trip to North Carolina from 
his new home in New York City. Visiting his alma mater, he encountered the impressive new 
buildings, among them the stately Benjamin N. Duke auditorium, which the campus 
yearbook described as “a meeting place of culture.” Hocutt saw his own legacy in these new 
buildings, and he was proud of his contribution.113 If his lawsuit had failed to produce change 
for African Americans seeking higher education in North Carolina, it succeeded in launching 
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the NAACP’s litigation campaign. The precedents set by the NAACP’s success in a series of 
cases had forced the state of North Carolina to expend hundreds of thousands of dollars to 
expand black colleges. For this expansion, Shepard owed the litigation efforts of the very 
organization he had opposed for so long. But the issue of equality was a constant question as 
NCC moved into the 1940s. The relative largesse it had experienced after 1938 was far from 










“COWARDS FROM THE COLLEGES”? STUDENT ACTIVISM AT VIRGINIA 
STATE COLLEGE IN THE 1930S 
 
 
 At eight o’clock in the morning on Thursday, May 24, 1934, the entire student body of 
Virginia State College in Petersburg went on strike. Having gathered the previous evening in 
the college chapel, the students decided to boycott classes to protest the administration’s 
refusal to respond to their requests for additional social privileges. Among the student leaders 
of the strike were campus newspaper editor Bernice Schou, captain of the football team Paul 
Young, and glee club member Edgar Van Blake. By nine o’clock, they delivered a platform 
of their demands to the college’s executive council—an administrative body comprising 
President John M. Gandy, business manager Luther Foster, and several other campus 
officials. “The students of Virginia State College have come to the conclusion that the 
situation at the college in regards to their privileges and prerogatives, is incompatible with 
their self respect,” the platform declared before enumerating the twelve points of contention. 
The students’ initial request for a relaxation of rules regarding the socializing of male and 
female students on campus had, over the course of several days, escalated into a full-blown 
desire to overhaul campus governance and regulations regarding student behavior.1 
  One week prior, the Student Welfare Committee—the official representative body for 
students on campus—had submitted a petition to the executive council recommending that 
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male and female students be granted permission to socialize on the front part of campus 
between nine o’clock in the morning and dusk. Even-handed in its approach, the petition 
expressed the students’ commitment to preserving “wholesome relations between the sexes” 
on campus and stated that violators of the more relaxed policy would be punished by having 
the privilege rescinded. The executive council considered the petition before inviting two 
members of the Student Welfare Committee to discuss their request and negotiate a 
compromise. While the administration was not prepared to accept the students’ suggestions 
in full, it was willing to lengthen social hours somewhat and specify exactly where said 
meetings between men and women could occur. The executive council was slated to vote on 
these adjustments to the Student Welfare Committee’s initial petition on Wednesday, May 
23.2  
 In the meantime, students had grown impatient with the lack of transparency 
surrounding the campus governing process. For some time they had viewed the Student 
Welfare Committee as an insufficient and ineffective body for communicating their 
grievances. The four students who sat on the Committee were counterbalanced by two 
faculty members; moreover, the Committee had no governing power or autonomy, as it was 
overseen by the executive council. The two student representatives who presented their 
petition to the administration thus had little power to see it through. They could merely make 
suggestions. Even though the executive council was prepared to meet the students halfway on 
this particular issue, the rest of the student body was itching for a fight, and the negotiations 
surrounding social privileges provided the perfect cause. On Tuesday, May 22, a group of 
students delivered a letter to President Gandy indicating that the Student Welfare Committee 
petition, submitted one week prior, had received “no satisfactory answer.” According to the 
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letter, the entire student body had resolved that the administration must issue a definite 
decision on the petition no later than noon the following day.3 
 On Wednesday, the students’ noon deadline passed without an answer from the 
administration, which refused to respond to an anonymous letter dictating a timeline for an 
answer. And although the executive council had decided to make “a reasonable adjustment of 
social regulations in response to the students’ petition,” no official mentioned this to the 
student body.4 Several hours later, the students met en masse in the college chapel to plan 
their strike and draft an expansive platform of demands that moved beyond the initial 
request. The ability of men and women to socialize on campus, however, remained a central 
theme. The twelve demands included an end to Victorian restrictions on men and women 
sitting together at athletic events and abandoning separate men’s and women’s entrances to 
both the dining hall and library.  
 In their own words, the students declared that “certain members of the student body 
[had] taken the initiative in awakening the students to a realization of their full stature and 
significance.” In this light, the remaining points of the platform demanded that the 
administration stop interfering with student and faculty opinion as expressed in the campus 
newspaper; an end to punitive measures by which the administration could dock points from 
students’ grades for departing early or returning late to campus from holiday vacation; 
transparency from the administration regarding the fact that the head football coach had not 
received a renewal of his contract or been invited to the annual banquet put on for the 
football team; and that the Student Welfare Committee be abolished and replaced with a 
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freely elected all-student council. Significantly, several points of the platform insisted on 
immunity from expulsion, docking of grades, or poor recommendations for the student 
leaders of the strike.5 
 The students continued their strike all day Thursday, despite a threat issued by 
President Gandy that all who refused to return to class would be suspended. Student leaders 
agreed to a meeting with the executive council, but attempts from both sides to filibuster the 
discussion prevented any progress. President Gandy called in eight community leaders, who 
were members of the black middle class, to serve as an “arbitration committee,” and these 
ministers, doctors, and other Petersburg professionals met separately with both groups. They 
forged an agreement that the administration would grant immunity to the student protesters in 
exchange for them agreeing to call off the strike. The other demands in the students’ platform 
would be resolved through further arbitration.6 
 Although students returned to classes at eight o’clock on Friday morning, they soon 
learned that President Gandy had called the parents of two strikers to report their children’s 
actions. Students perceived the president’s action as a violation of the agreement they had 
signed the previous afternoon and after hastily calling together a mass meeting, they voted to 
continue their strike. Forming picket lines in front of classroom buildings, student strikers 
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prevented fellow members of the student body, who had grown fearful of punishment, from 
returning to class. When they discovered that a biology professor had locked the door to his 
classroom with students inside, the strikers resorted to entering the classroom by removing an 
outside window and demanded that the professor release his students. Stamping their feet on 
the ground, the student strikers sang “Walk Together, Children, and Don’t You Grow 
Weary,” an African American spiritual that they had adapted to fit the moment. Soon 
enough, the campus groundskeeper caught wind of what was happening and entered the 
classroom, picked up a stool, and, holding it over his head, warned the students not to destroy 
school property. The professor immediately dismissed his class, hoping to avoid violence.7  
 Later on Friday afternoon, the arbitration committee persuaded student leaders and the 
executive council to meet again in the administration building. President Gandy announced 
that he would meet the students “more than half way” by accepting many of their demands 
with caveats. He announced that the administration would grant longer social hours for 
women and men on specific places on the campus for the remainder of the school year; create 
a review board for the campus newspaper comprising faculty and students; replace the 
Student Welfare Committee with an elected Student Council that would be responsible to the 
executive council; abandon separate women’s and men’s doors at the library, and leave the 
matter of the dining hall up to the newly created Student Council; and provide a statement of 
facts from the administration’s perspective on the status of the football coach. President 
Gandy explained that the executive council would not grant immunity to the leaders of the 
strike, however, because they had broken Thursday’s agreement and resumed the strike on 
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Friday morning.8 Unsurprisingly, the students refused to accept the compromise and left the 
meeting. 
 Students called yet another mass meeting at three o’clock, where they discussed the 
administration’s betrayal of its promise to provide immunity to the leaders of the strike. One 
professor arrived at the meeting in a last-ditch attempt at negotiation. Then, the executive 
council made its final move. The administration sent a statement to the meeting indicating 
that the students had thirty minutes to respond to the compromise offered earlier that 
afternoon. When the students failed to respond, President Gandy sent in faculty members to 
identify and round up the leaders of the strike. Attempts to persuade the student leaders to 
come to the president’s office proved unsuccessful, and moments later, police arrived on the 
scene. President Gandy had called for reinforcement from county and state officers. With 
police escorts, fifteen student leaders arrived at the president’s office to be expelled and sent 
home via the first available train.9 
 Newspaper accounts of the strike published in its aftermath present conflicting 
narratives regarding the police presence on campus. The Baltimore Afro-American led with 
the story, “‘Cossacks’ Rule Virginia Campus,” implying that a Tsar-like administration had 
called in the troops to suppress a popular and peaceful revolt. Articles in the Afro-American 
reported that police arrived on the scene armed with riot guns and tear gas. Students 
interviewed by the paper indicated that one faculty member drew a gun on them. The officers 
were “rough, brutal, and disrespectful,” and handled female students particularly forcefully 
while faculty and administrators stood by and watched. The Atlanta Daily World, in contrast, 
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published a statement from President Gandy claiming that students were threatening violence 
and using force to prevent fellow students from crossing picket lines. Gandy assured readers 
that the police successfully quelled the strike without a single arrest or instance of rough 
handling.10    
 By Sunday, May 27, the administration had expelled eleven additional strike leaders, 
bringing the total number of students dismissed to twenty-six. Two students reportedly 
withdrew voluntarily. Among those who departed were varsity athletes, honor students, and 
members of the school choir and players’ guild, hardly befitting the stereotype of rabble-
rousers.11 One professor, Louis K. McMillan, was forced to resign for allegedly sympathizing 
with the student cause. McMillan denied the charge vociferously, stating that he had no 
involvement in the strike whatsoever. He only reacted negatively when “police were called in 
unnecessarily for the purpose of intimidating students.”12 President Gandy was irate that the 
strike had forced him to cancel the “Annual Sacred Concert in Honor of the Governor of 
Virginia” and the accompanying exhibition of the Physical Education Department. Both 
events aimed to showcase the accomplishments of the institution in front of its white 
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benefactors, and the concert featured the student choir singing spirituals.13 One week later, 
the flames of the strike had died down. Students began to leave campus for the summer, and 
Commencement exercises took place with little fanfare. The full implications of the unrest 
would not become clear until the following autumn.  
 The strike at Virginia State was one of many instances of student protest taking place at 
historically black colleges throughout the country in the mid-1930s. According to one 
newspaper, it was the seventh “major college disturbance” at a black institution during the 
1933-1934 academic year. By May 1934, other threatened or actual strikes had taken place at 
Wilberforce University, Fisk University, Virginia Seminary, Lincoln University (of 
Missouri), Hampton Institute, and Howard University. In 1935 and 1936, student protests 
emerged at Alcorn Agricultural and Mechanical College, Morgan State College, North 
Carolina Agricultural & Technical College, and the Oklahoma Colored Agricultural and 
Normal University (later, Langston University).14 This period of activism was one in which 
students both experimented with challenging the draconian rules and regulations they faced 
on campus and began to transition their protests from an inward focus on the campus to an 
outward focus on the community and the segregated world beyond. 
 The issues at stake were similar across the various black campuses, indicating that 
some dissemination of news among students occurred, through either campus publications or 
regional student organizations. Of course, the almost universal existence of strict codes of 
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conduct and extreme punishment for rule breaking on black college campuses meant that 
student strikes were just as likely to spring up organically on each campus. From private 
schools with white presidents to public schools with black presidents, students resisted 
administrative control over organizations and newspapers; excessive punishment, such as 
expulsion, for minor infractions; a lack of representation in campus governance; and strict 
regulations imposed on female students, such as separate pathways or entrances and dress 
codes. Black students objected to being used as pawns in administrators’ fundraising 
strategies and efforts to please white benefactors. Students at the Hampton Institute refused 
to sing “plantation songs” to entertain white trustees just as performers at Fisk University 
objected to singing spirituals for white audiences in segregated venues.15 Thus, the student 
strike at Virginia State fit with broader student activism at HBCUs across the region.   
 By late 1934 and 1935, black college students were increasingly focusing their activism 
on issues beyond campus. At Hampton, students tried to organize a protest against the 
murder of an alumnus by a white mob in Birmingham, Alabama, but the college 
administration prohibited them from demonstrating, stating that it was contrary to “the 
Hampton way.” Likewise, Ishmael Flory, a student activist at Fisk tried to organize a protest 
against a lynching that had taken place near the college campus. Knowing that the president 
would likely forbid the demonstration on campus grounds, Flory tried to hold an anti-
lynching march in Nashville. When city officials refused him permission, Flory took the risk 
of holding the demonstration on campus, for which he was summarily expelled. That same 
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year, students at Fisk seized the opportunity of President Roosevelt’s visiting campus to 
present him with a petition asking for federal antilynching legislation and justice for the 
Scottsboro Boys. Thirty Howard University students attempted to desegregate the United 
States House of Representatives public dining room before Capitol police arrested them, and 
150 Howardites picketed the National Crime Conference in Washington, DC for its exclusion 
of lynching from the agenda. In 1935, students at Virginia Union University in Richmond 
joined white students from the University of Virginia to lobby the state legislature for the 
equalization of resources for black and white schools.16  
 Student activism at Virginia State and elsewhere in the 1930s disrupts the notion that 
historically black colleges were inherently conservative spaces.17 After touring several black 
campuses in the South in 1934, poet Langston Hughes penned an article for the Crisis in 
which he condemned black colleges for teaching young African Americans to be nothing 
more than “spineless Uncle Toms, uninformed, and full of mental and moral evasions.” 
Hughes lamented that not a single Tuskegee Institute student saw fit—or felt able—to 
demonstrate on behalf of the Scottsboro boys. Citing Hampton and Fisk administrators who 
punished protests on their campus, Hughes blamed “cowardly” college presidents for the 
conservative atmosphere. For President Gandy, Hughes had nothing but contempt as he 
lambasted the leader who had called upon the “cracker police” of the town to quell dissent on 
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his own campus.18 Gandy and other black presidents earned special criticism for their 
willingness to “bow down to the white powers” to maintain substantial endowments, up-to-
date buildings, and their own salaries.19  
 But what Hughes’ article leaves out is the groundswell of activism brewing at black 
colleges despite the repression. The protests that emerged during this period demonstrate that 
college students were hardly “cowards.” What they managed to accomplish in spite of 
administrative control stands as a testament to the strength of their movement. Furthermore, 
this story reveals that rather than squelching student activism, historically black colleges like 
VSC provided a nurturing environment that prepared black youth to challenge any system 
that considered them second-class citizens. Classroom discussions, debate societies, and 
campus organizations provided the spaces in which students openly challenged the evils of 
segregation even as they valued their all-black educational experience for fostering a sense of 
racial consciousness among them.  
 
Reforming Campus Culture, Gendered Restrictions, and Student Governance 
 When Virginia State students made the decision to strike in 1934, they began with the 
premise that the college administration did not treat them with respect. Campus culture, they 
argued, was repressive and in need of reform. From the students’ perspective, administrators 
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and many faculty members considered them children incapable of self-control. As a case in 
point, students cited rules that limited socializing between men and women, regulations 
dictating study hours, requirements for students to attend chapel and other campus events, 
and curfews that limited students’ freedom to venture off campus. They also pointed to the 
excessive punishments for violating these strict rules. But in confronting these vestiges of 
nineteenth-century Victorian culture, students faced an uphill battle. College presidents and 
faculty were adamant about enforcing campus codes of conduct, not only out of fear for the 
reputation of the institution in the surrounding white community but also because they 
believed in their efficacy. 
 The white missionaries and philanthropists who founded the vast majority of 
historically black colleges in the post-Civil War South set up strict codes of campus conduct 
out of a belief that the purpose of collegiate education was to “uplift” African Americans by 
instilling in them the moral behaviors and Christian ethics missing from their lives during 
slavery. As historian Raymond Wolters explains, these rules and regulations combined with a 
limited industrial curriculum were intended to train African Americans for what white 
missionaries believed was their proper, subordinate role in southern society. Yet the practice 
begun in the nineteenth century had a staying power. Fisk University, founded by the 
American Missionary Association, was headed by a white president and board of trustees 
until 1946. During the 1924-1925 school year, one of the most well-known black college 
uprisings took place on the Nashville campus and succeeded in forcing the resignation of an 
unpopular president who terminated the student government and campus newspaper, 
enforced a conservative dress code for female students, and called in white police officers to 
put an end to student protests against him. Despite temporary victories at Fisk and other 
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private institutions, students found themselves protesting against draconian rules and 
excessive punishments well into the 1930s.20 
 At public HBCs such as Virginia State, where the presidency remained in the hands of 
African Americans, student codes of conduct were no less severe. Strict campus discipline 
was attributed to the black presidents’ belief in the importance of respectability. Rather than 
prepare students for a subordinate place in southern society, black educators intended to 
counter the image of racial inferiority advanced by white supremacists by training their 
pupils to become upstanding, middle-class citizens to which such labels could not stick. The 
elitist assumption that only upper-class African Americans could earn the respect of white 
Southerners also informed black college heads’ disdain for black “folk” habits acquired in 
the rural countryside or among the working class. As Charles S. Johnson, the first black 
president of Fisk University, noted, “No less stern rectitude and concern could have broken 
the grip of habits adjusted to a now outmoded life of irresponsibility, and reshaped them to a 
new and more serious purpose.” Many presidents, having attained college training and 
believing themselves qualified to lead the race, acted out of the sense that they knew best. 
Only the most educated and cultured among African Americans, they thought, could prove to 
whites that the race was deserving of equal citizenship.21  
 The desire to project the image of black respectability on campus also motivated 
numerous codes regulating the behavior and movement of female students. Black college 
heads employed strict rules regulating interactions between male and female students. 
                                                            
20 Wolters, The New Negro on Campus, 11-12; Kendi, The Black Campus Movement, 39-41, 45-46. In 1930, 
students at Shaw University struck the president, a white man, banned black newspapers from the campus 
library. In 1931, students at Knoxville College struck in response to the suspension of 40 students who attended 
an off-campus dance. In 1933, students at St. Augustine College protested the unsatisfactory quality of food 
they were served in the campus cafeteria.  
 




Separate pathways and entrances to buildings, dress codes, and prohibitions on women 
leaving campus meant to instill in students the standards of black middle-class womanhood 
and manhood. These standards, the presidents believed, would insulate young African 
Americans from white Southerners’ charges that they were oversexed and immoral. 
Preventing college men and women from spending too much time with one another all but 
eliminated the possibility of them engaging in sex on campus. The same motivation guided 
the requirement that socializing must take place within the campus walls where faculty and 
staff could supervise.22 Moreover, as long as college women were on campus, they could be 
protected from sexual violence at the hands of white men. Such a motive resonated with the 
parents of young black women who sent them to college with the understanding that they 
would be shielded from the dangers facing black women in public.23 Regulating the behavior 
and movement of young black women and men served the purpose of keeping them free 
from the hands of white Southerners who might accuse them of violating their own codes of 
racial conduct. In this sense, keeping college youth under the watchful eye of college faculty 
and staff was no less relevant in the 1930s than it had been half a century prior. 
 While some rules applied to protection, others were infantilizing and appeared 
increasingly unjustified as time passed. Virginia State students saw no purpose for rules that 
                                                            
22 On black middle-class notions of respectability in the Jim Crow South, see Glenda Gilmore, Gender and Jim 
Crow: Women and the Politics of White Supremacy in North Carolina, 1896-1920 (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 1996, 147-202 and Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham, Righteous Discontent: The Women’s 
Movement in the Black Baptist Church, 1880-1920 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1991), 185-211. 
 
23 Historian Stephanie Shaw has shown that many black families during Jim Crow used child-rearing practices 
designed to ensure a future for their daughters in which they could escape the “traditional occupational traps” of 
domestic labor and agricultural labor rife with economic and social exploitation. To allow their daughters to live 
fulfilling lives as professional women, these families held education in high esteem and did everything possible 
to make higher education available to them. Parents also instilled in their daughters a sense of respectability, 
teaching them to “be extremely circumspect and never give even the slightest hint of impropriety.” Respectable 
young women, they thought, would be more likely to find a job in the higher service occupations; respectability 
might also protect young women from dangerous situations in which they were vulnerable to sexual violence. 
See Stephanie Shaw, What a Woman Ought to Be and Do: Black Professional Women Workers during the Jim 
Crow Era (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996), 13-15. 
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so severely limited male and female socializing, and they wondered exactly separate 
entrances to the dining hall and library accomplished. Students grew increasingly incensed at 
the implication of said rules—that youth lacked the ability to self-regulate. In this same vein, 
they demanded to be part of the decision-making process that created such rules in the first 
place and modified them when necessary. The lack of meaningful student representation in 
campus governance and censorship of student opinions in the school newspaper added 
another dimension to the struggle.  
 As news of other black campus protests rolled in, Virginia State students reached a 
breaking point and launched their strike. They had on their side the editors of certain black 
newspapers who had previously decried administrators’ insistence on enforcing “archaic” 
rules and supervision that “border[ed] on espionage.”24 Reacting to the Petersburg unrest in 
particular, the Baltimore Afro-American took the position that the administration at Virginia 
State was living in the past. The purpose of a collegiate education, the editors maintained, 
was to train students not only in textbook learning but also in how to “employ the non-
resistance strike and the picket as a means of self-defense”—skills that were increasingly 
relevant to the world in which they were living. “Only a panicky and poorly advised college 
head would turn loose an armed body of police on a defenseless student body,” the Afro-
American reported as it called for President Gandy and other administrators of his ilk to 
update themselves on more modern techniques for campus management.25 
 While Gandy may have indeed been “panicky” in response to a student strike 
challenging his authority, the habits he had developed during his long career in campus 
                                                            
24 Pittsburgh Courier, 29 October 1927, as quoted in Kendi, The Black Campus Movement, 44. 
 
25 “Virginia State Calls Out the Cossacks,” Afro-American, 9 June 1934, 5; Kendi, The Black Campus 
Movement, 41. The Baltimore Afro-American had covered previous campus protests and years earlier had 
opined that the “strict military discipline” of black campuses should have been a relic of the nineteenth century.  
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management influenced his response. Born in 1870 in Starkville, Mississippi, Gandy had 
spent the majority of his life on the Petersburg campus, having joined the faculty in 1898 as a 
professor of Greek and Latin. Soon after Gandy was hired as a young professor, the Virginia 
State legislature changed the name and mission of the Petersburg campus as a means of 
controlling black education and restricting black autonomy. The Virginia Normal and 
Collegiate Institute became the Virginia Normal and Industrial Institute in 1902, and with the 
stripping of the college curriculum came a change in Gandy’s title. Because teaching Classics 
smacked of an elite, liberal education, which white conservatives deemed inappropriate for 
African Americans, Gandy became a “Professor of Education.” In 1914, he assumed the reins 
of leadership upon the death of James Hugo Johnston. In his new post as president, Gandy 
sought to return Virginia State to its original grandeur as the state’s only publicly-funded 
college for African Americans.26 
 As part of this process, Gandy negotiated with white supremacists in the Virginia 
legislature to increase the appropriation for his institution year after year. Because Virginia 
State had both industrial and agricultural programs, Gandy secured additional aid from the 
federal government through the Smith-Hughes Act of 1917, designed to aid vocational 
education. In 1920, he persuaded the state to move its black land-grant operation from the 
privately funded Hampton Institute to Virginia State. With the change came additional 
federal funds, and Gandy used them to add new buildings, programs of instruction, and 
faculty and staff. Although the school was by no means flush, it enjoyed more resources than 
                                                            
26 Toppin, Loyal Sons and Daughters, 57, 59. 
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publicly-funded black schools in North Carolina because it was the sole institution of its kind 
in the Old Dominion.27  
 Yet if Virginia State forged ahead of its counterparts in terms of resources, it remained 
the only black land-grant institution in the South that lacked college-level work by 1922. 
Gandy pointed out this discrepancy to the board of trustees and pressed them to authorize the 
restoration of the collegiate curriculum. He added that the federal government would likely 
make its land-grant aid conditional upon collegiate work. Moreover, the public school 
systems of the South were adjusting their teacher certification requirements to require a 
college degree rather than a high school diploma. The possibility of losing federal aid and 
teachers to staff the state’s black public schools was enough to convince the trustees to 
approve Gandy’s plan. In 1923, the institution resumed collegiate instruction, and by 1930, 
the trustees approved a name change to Virginia State College for Negroes.28       
 On the eve of the strike, Gandy had other things on his mind. Virginia State received 
just 23 percent of the state appropriation for the University of Virginia in Charlottesville. Put 
differently, for every dollar the state expended on a student at UVA, it allocated just seventy-
seven cents for a student at VSC.29 In addition to negotiating more resources for the college, 
Gandy desired to add graduate work, given the demand for it among his students. That the 
                                                            
27 Toppin, Loyal Sons and Daughters, 59. Expansions to the campus included a male dormitory (1914), new 
land for a school farm (1915), departments of Vocational Agriculture (1918), Mechanical Arts (1919), Home 
Economics and Physical Education (1921), and the hiring of a school nurse (1915) and physician (1918). 
During Gandy’s leadership, student enrollment increased by 41% from 1914 to 1917. By 1922, enrollment 
reached its highest point at 1,189 students.  
 
28 Toppin, Loyal Sons and Daughters, 77, 79; “Advanced Degrees May Soon Be Available at Va. State,” 
Journal and Guide, 4 July 1936, 13. In 1930, Virginia State earned accreditation as a standard four-year college. 
That year the state’s extension program for black students also moved to VSC from the Hampton Institute. 
 
29 Anthony Blaine Deel, “Virginia’s Minimal Resistance: The Desegregation of Public Graduate and 
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Likewise, the state spent $577 per pupil at UVA and $445 per pupil at VSC. State expenditures per pupil were 
even higher at the Virginia Polytechnic Institute and William and Mary College at $663 and $563, respectively. 
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only graduate programs within the state were closed to African Americans served as an ugly 
reminder of the racial inequality present in higher education. During the 1933-1934 school 
year, Gandy worked tirelessly to make the case for graduate education at VSC. By that time, 
the vast majority of the college’s students were working toward bachelor’s degrees, as the 
institution phased out its high school work.30 While a bachelor’s degree was sufficient to find 
work as a primary or secondary school teacher, graduate-level work was increasingly 
required for school principals. Gandy tried to persuade the Virginia State Board of 
Education, which had now replaced the board of trustees as the overseers of the college, that 
his institution must add graduate instruction to best prepare black Virginians for careers in 
education.31  
 When students began to boycott their classes, Gandy worried that his negotiating power 
with state officials would be compromised by his apparent inability to manage the campus. 
His fears were not unfounded, given that other college heads had faced dismissal at the hands 
of white officials for “ineffective leadership.”32 The fact that he had to cancel the institution’s 
annual performance in honor of the governor held particularly damaging for Gandy’s 
reputation; he worried it would send the signal that he should be replaced after twenty years 
                                                            
30 Toppin, Loyal Sons and Daughters, 81. Virginia State, like many historically black colleges, initially offered 
a grade school and high school curriculum to prepare students for college courses. As students completed high 
school work and began college work, the lower-level classes were phased out. In the 1933-1934 academic year, 
there were 1,524 college-level students and just 95 students in the high school.  
 
31 Toppin, Loyal Sons and Daughters, 81. As part of Gandy’s case to the state board, he made an argument that 
his school—as the only college for African Americans—should be producing the most qualified members of the 
state’s black teaching force. Gandy also assured the board that his faculty members were up to the task of 
teaching graduate students, given that several of them pursued doctoral work during their summers.  
 
32 Kendi, The Black Campus Movement, 39. In 1923, state officials in charge of Florida’s Agricultural and 
Mechanical College for Negroes dismissed President Nathan B. Young for refusing to follow their directives to 
emphasize an agricultural and vocational curriculum. When students struck in response to Young’s dismissal, 
the officials dismissed his replacement for failing to put down the protest.  
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of leadership.33 Gandy also regarded the student strike as a personal affront. Believing that he 
had achieved a great deal through the years, which could be measured in institutional growth, 
Gandy found the students ungrateful for the investment he had made in upbuilding their 
school. He must have thought that they did not understand or care about the tightrope he 
walked in trying to please the state board of education while also creating the best possible 
opportunities for his students within the confines of segregation. Gandy was unwilling to 
abandon his style of leadership that relied on strict campus roles for administrators, faculty, 
and students. The idea that he would cater to student demands on their particular timeline 
was out of the question.  
 And so the president responded swiftly and with force, but not before he provided 
students with an opportunity to resolve the strike peacefully. While he was unwilling to 
relinquish control or surrender the upper hand in negotiations, Gandy did meet repeatedly 
with the representatives of the Student Welfare Committee who had originally submitted the 
petition. The executive council was also prepared to compromise on the issue of expanded 
social hours. In this vein, Gandy perceived the student body’s decision to resort to a strike as 
hasty and unfounded. The administration had not yet had the chance to disclose the outcome 
of its negotiations and remained averse to do so according to the timeframe dictated in an 
anonymous letter. But Gandy did try to meet with the students to work out their differences; 
then, he invited a committee of citizens to serve as a third-party in negotiations. 
Significantly, Gandy and the executive council agreed to some of the students’ demands after 
laying out certain conditions. The administration announced that it would grant immunity to 
                                                            
33 Toppin, Loyal Sons and Daughters, 80-81. Gandy certainly took it personally that the students’ protest had 
forced him to cancel the annual Governor’s Day concert. He had developed the event in 1922 as a means to 
showcase to state officials that the college was doing work worthy of increased investment. The first two 
concerts were held in Richmond in 1922 and 1923. In 1924, Gandy moved the event to campus.  
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the leaders of the protest in exchange for their promise to end the strike. Admittedly, each of 
these actions taken intended to put an end to the unrest that posed a risk to Gandy’s 
reputation. So too were the president’s phone calls to the parents of the strike leaders. He 
thought if the “troublemakers” were removed from campus without force, everything would 
return to normal. 
 When students broke off the negotiations and resumed their strike, Gandy had given 
everything he was prepared to surrender. “All reasonable efforts to stop the strike [had] 
failed,” he reported, as he explained his decision to “resort to punitive measures.” If there had 
been any remaining hope of finding a middle ground, it was dashed when Gandy called in 
white police officers to suppress the protest and help him expel the leaders. This decision 
made the strike at Virginia State appear no different from the other campus protests in which 
despotic presidents had removed student ringleaders outright.34 Several black newspapers 
zeroed in on Gandy’s decision to expel students and “call in the Cossacks,” glossing over the 
series of events that had unfolded over the course of the previous four days.35 From the 
student activist’s perspective, the means by which Gandy handled the episode in its early 
days failed to justify the ends. However, the administration’s openness to negotiations and 
attempts at compromise make the circumstances surrounding the strike at Virginia State 
                                                            
34 “Police Quell Va. State Strike,” Atlanta Daily World, 30 May 1934, 1; Kendi, The Black Campus Movement, 
43-44. In the fall of 1927, students at the Hampton Institute submitted a list of demands to Principal James 
Gregg, a white man. Gregg responded by closing the campus immediately and expelling the entire student body. 
He informed students they would need to reapply for admission after signing a loyalty oath. The same year, 
students at Lincoln University in Missouri went on strike in response to the firing of their popular president. 
The governor of Missouri sent in prison guards to break up the protest.  
 
35 See, for example, “‘Cossacks’ Rule Virginia Campus,” Afro-American, 2 June 1934, 1; “Virginia State Calls 
Out the Cossacks,” Afro-American, 9 June 1934, 5; “Social Problem Not the Sole Cause of Virginia State 
Strike,” Afro-American, 9 June 1934, 14; “Girls Dormitory at Virginia State College where Four-day Strike 
Took Place,” Afro-American, 9 June 1934, 14; “Fuller Social Privileges Are Asked at State,” Pittsburgh 
Courier, 2 June 1934, 7; and “School Ousts 26 on Strike,” New York Amsterdam News, 2 June 1934, 1. 
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different from instances in which administrators responded by closing down the campus or 
moving immediately to expulsion. 
 Some Virginia State alumni and others in the Petersburg community came to Gandy’s 
defense and dismissed the students’ protest as youthful indiscretion. The Norfolk-based 
Journal and Guide featured several letters from former Statesmen indicating their support for 
the president’s handling of the situation. “It seems as though these honorable ladies and 
gentlemen…desire to tear down all that is decent, uplifting, noble, held sacred by all decent, 
peace-loving people and turn that great college into the likeness of a midnight ‘whoopee,’” 
one alumnus wrote. Reducing the students’ protest to a frivolous demand for social 
privileges, he noted that youth would not find a more liberal school than Virginia State.36 
Another editorial proclaimed that the college should require students to take a course in 
institutional economics rather than grant them more “latitude” in self-governance. “Deprive 
them of their endowments, private gifts and appropriations from public funds and there 
would be no colleges. The average student thinks that it is the hard-earned money paid for 
board and tuition that keeps him or her in college. It is the struggle to procure this money that 
keeps many of their parents making sacrifices…while their sons and daughters, under 
misguidance of a rebellious element, strike for social privileges.” These “15 or 20 [who] start 
an insurrection on the slightest provocation” should be eliminated through a more selective 
admissions criteria, the editorial argued.37  
 Others were more forgiving in their criticism and attributed the students’ actions to 
their inexperience. The students “had not yet “travel[ed] the long road of sobering experience 
                                                            
36 James Spencer, letter to the editor, Journal and Guide, 2 June 1934. 
 
37 “College Students Stage a Strike,” Journal and Guide, 2 June 1934, 12. This editorial charged that students 
were influenced to rebel by external forces and criticized them for mounting insurrection against the very 




which lies just in front of them” and thus, their actions, which included embarrassing the 
college by forcing the cancellation of the annual Governor’s Day celebration, could be 
forgiven. The alumni response reverberated outside the pages of the Journal and Guide, too. 
At their annual meeting, the VSC Alumni Association passed a resolution expressing 
solidarity with President Gandy in the way he dealt with the strike.38  
 That former students and community members failed to support the strikers and used 
patronizing language to dismiss their cause created an impediment to reform. With their 
support, President Gandy could claim that his actions were consistent with the beliefs of at 
least a portion of his constituents. Moreover, there were students on campus who supported 
rules and regulations, believing them essential to cultivate respectability. In response to 
complaints about compulsory daily chapel attendance, one student defended the practice in 
the campus newspaper: “When you find students sleeping and by their emotional outburst 
giving infantile evidences of boredom during chapel hours, you can fully realize that they are 
not absorbing the culture which is meted out to them.” The writer went on to suggest that 
students embrace additional opportunities to “practice culture,” such as dressing up for 
dinner and attending bridge parties, teas, and formal dances to prepare themselves for life 
after college. Others believed that some regulations on a college campus were necessary 
because some students were not yet “mature ladies and gentlemen.” Without regulation, these 
students would abuse their freedom.39  
 The strict student code of conduct at Virginia State had enormous staying power and 
was amended only in small bits and pieces. If campus leaders relaxed some specific rules and 
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regulations in response to the strike, others remained. This was particularly true of 
restrictions specific to female students. In the wake of the strike, the administration granted 
students more time to socialize in mixed company, but it did not relinquish control over 
socializing altogether. For example, until February of 1938, campus rules prohibited male 
students from escorting female students to their dormitories after dinner. With pressure from 
the newly formed student council, the administration amended this rule to allow men to 
escort women so long as they parted ways at the dormitory entrance and did not loiter on the 
sidewalks.40 Other rules designed to police sex and restrict women’s movement continued. 
Students could be punished—but not expelled—for kissing, “improper” dancing, and 
socializing outside of approved hours or in unapproved places. Female students, however, 
could be expelled for leaving the campus without permission, leaving one student to 
comment, “One doesn’t have to study psychology and related subjects to know that some of 
the recent impositions placed upon the young ladies should be placed in the statute books of a 
high school.” The college administration, as was the case at many other HBCs, continued to 
impose these kinds of restrictions and act in loco parentis until the late 1960s, when an 
intense period of student unrest and a changing of the guard in terms of leadership created the 
impetus for an overhaul of the system.41 
 Although efforts to reform campus culture constituted a long-term struggle, each 
generation of students used the tools at their disposal to challenge the administration along 
the way. Significantly, the student demands raised during the 1934 strike resulted in the 
creation of a freely elected Student Council to replace the ineffective Student Welfare 
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evening meal. Members of the student council asked the rest of the student body to follow the amended 
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41 Virginia Statesman, 15 January 1938, 2; “Unrest,” Virginia Statesman, 26 February 1938, 2. 
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Committee. In 1935, the Student Government Association (SGA) became the official link 
between students and the administration. Practicing the democratic process, students voted 
for class officers, including President, Vice President, Secretary, and Financial Secretary, as 
well as leadership positions within the SGA.42 The SGA bore chief responsibility to represent 
the student body before the administration and to participate in the formulation and 
enforcement of campus rules and regulations.43 In this way, the SGA was similar to its 
predecessor organization. In the coming years, members of the student body would criticize 
the SGA for its focus on “social discipline” rather than “constructive cultural projects.” But 
other students emphasized that in governing the activities of students, the SGA did its job. 
Far better to have an elected and representative body of students doing this work than leave it 
solely to the administration and its appointees. Although students debated the merits and 
shortcomings of the SGA, their ability to secure such a representative organization amounted 
to a major victory. Indeed, a former student activist writing for the Crisis, in 1935 heralded 
the strike at Virginia State as an example of black students successfully agitating for their 
rights; he pointed to the creation of a student council as evidence of this fact.44   
 Students also utilized the newly reorganized campus newspaper, The Virginia 
Statesman, to articulate their opinions and air their grievances. Charges of the administration 
censoring editorials in the newspaper had served as one motivation for the strike. During 
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negotiations, President Gandy had promised to create a review board comprising faculty and 
students, thus delegating control over the paper’s content. Judging from the articles written in 
the years following the strike—which ranged from incendiary condemnations of campus 
discipline to insightful assessments of current affairs affecting African Americans—the new 
review board was not restrictive. The paper’s new motto, “To Stimulate Thought: to Develop 
Leadership,” reflected student journalists’ desires to enlighten their peers and provoke 
debate, and also to provide the space in which students could develop the skills to make 
arguments and persuade. Students editors had wide latitude in producing the Virginia 
Statesman, with oversight coming from faculty adviser Otelia Shields Howard, who did not 
appear to stand in their way.45  
 In the pages of the Statesman, students further developed the conversation about their 
rights, privileges, and the purpose of the historically black college. Indeed, the strike and the 
creation of a new student governing body served to mobilize many on campus who had 
previously lacked the courage to speak out against the administration. The president of the 
senior class submitted an editorial in which he urged the student body to “awake!” to a 
variety of student problems: “It is not so much that we want more social privileges; it is not 
rather that we crave thirstily to be treated as men and women?” The student leader 
acknowledged that students arrived at Virginia State ready to comport themselves with 
dignity and speak with proper grammar; they also expected to be treated as adults. He called 
for the administration to, at the very least, recognize distinctions between Seniors and 
Freshman and allow older female students to leave the campus freely without “[going] 
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through the taxing task of hunting up a partner and checking out.” Another student’s letter to 
the editor pointed out that parents sent their children to VSC with the full knowledge that the 
institution was co-educational, and thus there should be no concerns surrounding men and 
women socializing. Speaking of the college’s purpose, another student wrote, “A multitude 
of don’t doesn’t help to shape individuals. Control is more effectively [exercised] from 
within.” Suggestions for reform ranged from a college sponsored essay contest on “What is 
wrong with Virginia State College?” to a “gripe session” in which speakers were given a set 
amount of time to list their grievances in a “constructive discussion.”46  
 The Student Government Association was the logical vehicle through which students 
could petition the administration to change things on campus, but students also used the 
newspaper to voice their concerns about the effectiveness of this association and make 
suggestions as to how it could be improved. One student urged his fellow Statesmen to stop 
voting with their eyes closed when it came to student government elections. Choose the best 
candidates rather than the ones with whom you share fraternal or sororal ties, he wrote. 
Moreover, he suggested that the SGA could aid in this endeavor by forcing candidates to 
publicize their platforms and hosting a debate before elections. Another student told the 
Virginia Statesman that the student government was “too secret” and that it should conduct 
its business, which often involved making decisions regarding student privileges, with more 
transparency. While the power of the SGA was certainly limited—the executive council did 
not have to heed its recommendations—the fact that the student body continued to call for 
reform rather than resort to protest indicates that the organization had a certain degree of 
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effectiveness. Many students spoke openly about their faith in the system. One co-ed 
expressed her desire for fellow students to address their complaints through the appropriate 
channels: “It apparently has never occurred to us that in order to get those changes we desire 
it is necessary to bring them to the attention of those who can make possible those changes 
instead of nursing our grievances in our particular groups. The Administration and the 
Student Council of any institution are anxious and willing to satisfy the known desires and 
wants of an intelligent study body.”47     
 At the heart of the tension between students and the administration lay the belief on the 
part of students that their elders in the administration were behind the times and the belief on 
the part of the administration that students were reckless, naive, and uninformed. Although 
this divide between “maturity” and “youth” was real, there were also faculty members who, 
as elders to the students, made an effort to bridge the gap and demonstrate that the 
generational divide did not always have to be a source of animosity. Professor of Education 
Rose Butler Browne published an editorial in the Virginia Statesman in an effort to reconcile 
some of the simmering tensions between students and the administration. She called out both 
sides for their unwillingness to listen to the other. According to Browne, students reduced 
administrators to a stereotype characterized by “restrictions [and] moss-grown, fossilized, 
old-fashioned ways.” Administrators thought of students as too “headstrong and foolish,” 
prepared to destroy themselves through excess. Browne explained that while the youth-
maturity divide appeared timeless, for “the mature generation will tend to be conservative 
and the rising generation will tend to be progressive,” it was possible to see both viewpoints 
as valid and recognize both as necessary for true social progress to occur. Maturity brought a 
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“steadying and settling” influence to debates about progress, whereas youth, through 
eagerness and impatience, encouraged the elder generation to reevaluate old ways and accept 
new things when appropriate. Browne, a lifelong advocate for improving black education, 
encouraged students and administrators on campus to see that their points of views were not 
diametrically opposed to one another.48 In the coming years, the two groups would find 
consensus on the struggle for racial equality, even if they maintained animosity with regard 
to their views on campus culture. 
 The years following the strike revealed that Virginia State students had successfully 
forged avenues through which they could express themselves and, in some ways, influence 
changes on campus with regard to their own rights. To be sure, students worked constantly to 
improve the quality of education they received; they did not focus solely on expanding their 
campus freedoms. For instance, students asked for enhanced relations between themselves 
and faculty members. They desired mentorship on both academic and real world issues. One 
proposal that emerged in the campus newspaper called for each faculty member to advise 15 
to 25 students. Faculty members could offer scholastic guidance in their own areas of 
expertise, and involve students in informal discussions on “racial, national, and international 
problems” outside of the classroom. Students desired to change the strict campus 
environment at Virginia State that had heretofore discouraged such faculty-student relations 
and made faculty reluctant to engage students in an informal way. Students also had a desire 
for the institution to facilitate more practical learning to complement knowledge gleaned 
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from textbooks. One student called for instructors to incorporate off-campus excursions or 
“city projects” into their classes so as to teach students how to apply classroom knowledge to 
the world outside. The author also called for the college to require students to take a course in 
African American history to better “equip the student to face life.”49 
 By the mid-1930s, Virginia State students were increasingly turning their activism to 
the world outside the campus gates. They paid close attention to national electoral politics, 
despite the fact that many of them were ineligible to vote. In November of 1936, for 
example, they staged a mock election on campus in which 74 percent voted to reelect 
President Roosevelt. Significantly, many students also turned their attention to external 
organizations involved in the larger student movement sweeping the nation’s campuses. In 
the National Student League—later, the American Student Union—Virginia State students 
encountered white students who had also fought against in loco parentis on their campuses 
and who, influenced by the Communist Party, sought to root out racial discrimination.50    
 
Forging Interracial Connections through the National Student League/American Student 
Union 
 The strike of 1934 connected the students at Virginia State to a larger student 
movement taking place across the country. Increasingly, black and white students were 
organizing together in the National Student League (NSL), a group that mobilized young 
people around on-campus issues like academic freedom and student rights. By the mid-
1930s, the NSL gained notoriety for its organized protests against war, economic injustice, 
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and racial discrimination.51 Even though the NSL formed in New York City, chapters soon 
sprung up on southern campuses. A small group of students at the University of Virginia 
(UVA), who came together in a Marxist reading group, founded a branch of the NSL on their 
campus. More than a year before the first attempt to desegregate the graduate school at the 
all-white university, they invited African Americans to deliver lectures on campus. When 
administrators refused to allow a black Communist speaker to set foot on campus, Palmer 
Weber, the student leader of the UVA NSL, wrote an editorial in his campus newspaper 
lambasting the university for curbing free speech and defending outmoded racial mores. 
Weber’s editorial appeared in papers across the country and ignited a firestorm of criticism 
for UVA, causing administrators to lift their ban on black speakers.52  
 Through its annual conferences, the NSL provided a forum in which white students like 
Palmer Weber met black students like James Jackson. A student leader at the private Virginia 
Union University in Richmond, Jackson became a leader in the struggle to organize black 
colleges, including those where administrators like Gandy served as an impediment to 
student protest. He was especially cognizant of the need for black college students to look 
beyond the campus gates and realize the plight of Richmond’s African American working 
class, the vast majority of whom labored in tobacco factories for low wages. With these 
concerns in mind, Jackson founded a Marxist club on campus and joined the NSL in the early 
1930s. In the summer of 1935, Jackson and Palmer Weber arranged for white students from 
the University of Virginia and William and Mary to gather with black students on the Union 
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campus. Together, they drafted legislation to increase funding for education in Virginia, 
equalize the state’s appropriations to black and white schools, and end segregation in 
education. Then, the coalition of black and white students marched to the state capitol and 
read their bill aloud, prompting the Speaker of the House to declare an abrupt recess. That 
winter, James Jackson’s sister Alice formally challenged the state’s policy of segregation in 
education by attempting to enroll in the University of Virginia’s graduate program in French. 
Although their voices were drowned out by the majority of students at UVA, Palmer Weber 
and his NSL colleagues spoke out against the board of visitors’ decision to reject Alice 
Jackson’s application.53 
 In 1935, Maurice Gates, an executive committee member of the NSL and graduate of 
Fisk University, described black students’ entry into the national student movement of the 
1930s. Apart from James Jackson’s efforts at Virginia Union, Gates noted that black 
campuses were relatively absent from the majority-white student movement in its early years 
because they remained isolated “from the main current of American student life” by Jim 
Crow segregation. But he cited several instances of protest occurring on HBC campuses, 
including Virginia State, that confirmed that black students were developing a student 
movement of their own.54 Explicit ties between black and white student activists were first 
forged at an NSL gathering held in New York City in April 1933. The organizers of the 
“Student Conference on Negro Student Problems” invited African American students from 
across the country to discuss the ways racial discrimination affected education. After 
attending this interracial gathering, James Jackson noted that the NSL’s commitment to 
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fighting racism was unlike any other organization he had encountered with a majority-white 
membership. When the NSL opted to hold its annual conference at Howard University in 
December of that year, black and white attendees disrupted segregation in the nation’s capital 
by dining together at restaurants on Connecticut Avenue. Because the president of Howard 
opposed the conference as too “radical” and some black newspapers labeled the NSL a “Red” 
organization, few Howard students participated. The link between black and white student 
activists had been made, nonetheless. And black students’ involvement in the NSL’s antiwar 
campaign of April 1935 cemented this connection.55  
 Joining students at Howard, Virginia Union, Morgan College and several white 
institutions around the country, Virginia State students participated in the NSL’s Student 
Strike against War, held in 1935 on the anniversary of the United States’ entrance into World 
War I. Students from Virginia State were among the 175,000 others across the nation who 
coordinated their protest and recited the “Oxford Pledge,” declaring their lack of support for 
any war initiated by the United States. One NSL member described the sentiment of students, 
both black and white, who “will not allow themselves to blindly be drawn into another war to 
become the fuel for the perpetuation of a system which, to put it extremely mildly, is 
inadequate for the great masses of people.”56  
 Although President Gandy responded decisively to student protest targeting his own 
administration, he turned a blind eye to Virginia State students’ outward-facing activism. 
Indeed, the antiwar protest became an annual affair on campus, with students participating in 
larger numbers each year. Increasing back student involvement owed much to the organizing 
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efforts of the NSL, which merged with the Socialist League for Industrial Democracy to 
become the American Student Union (ASU) in October 1935. In March 1936, a law student 
at Howard University who had taken time off from school to work at the ASU’s headquarters 
in New York traveled south to recruit support for the April strike. Stopping at Virginia State 
and the Norfolk campus of Virginia Union, which would become part of Virginia State in 
1944, he explained the ASU’s goal of doubling the number of participants that year.57 By the 
1937 protest, students at VSC escalated their involvement from participants to organizers. 
Student leaders of the campus YMCA, YWCA, and Emergency Peace Campaign at the 
college took over the noon chapel service with speeches advocating peace before leading a 
“mass campus demonstration,” in which students formed picket lines and chanted that they 
would have no part in a future war.58  
 The antiwar stance of the ASU resonated with black college students, as they equated 
the militarism and imperialism of fascist governments in Europe with the fascist tendencies 
of segregationist state governments in the U.S. South. The spreading of this sentiment at 
Virginia State was made clear through student expressions in the campus newspaper. Student 
journalists read with interest reports from black newspapers across the country and around 
the globe, publishing syndicated columns from the International Negro Press on the plight of 
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Jews in Europe. In the Virginia Statesman, editorialists expressed anxiety regarding the 
brewing civil war in Spain, the rise of Hitler in Germany, and Italy’s invasion of Ethiopia.59  
 At home, the student movement in the South—as represented by organizations like the 
ASU—recognized the important linkages between struggles against racial injustice and 
economic discrimination. The Depression had important consequences for college students, 
as financial hard times made it unfeasible for many to continue, let alone begin, their college 
educations. Unprecedented rates of unemployment left little in the way of jobs on the other 
side of graduation, no matter the qualifications that college provided. For black students in 
the South, the situation was dire. Not only were they pressed financially, and 
disproportionately in comparison to their white counterparts, they also had fewer sources of 
relief upon which to draw. Southern state governments explicitly underfunded their black 
schools, leaving them with few means of assisting struggling students. Securing federal funds 
to help needy students thus became one of the rallying cries of the ASU.60 To student 
activists, the struggle against unemployment and the struggle against racism were two sides 
of the same coin, for each impeded the larger vision for a more egalitarian society.61    
 Virginia State students engaged issues of political economy in their classes and through 
their connections with the broader student movement, which was participating in strikes and 
organizing workers throughout the country.62 As those in Virginia State’s Pawley and Mu 
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Lambda Debating Societies prepared to compete on the HBC circuit, students gave careful 
thought to resolutions, such as: “The national labor relations board should be given power to 
enforce arbitration in all cases of industrial disputes;” and “That we as a race should advocate 
the establishment of cooperative rather than individually owned enterprises.”63 These debates 
continued in the pages of the Virginia Statesman, as “The Inquiring Reporter” asked students 
if a socialist system of government would do more to promote the economic and social 
welfare of the American Negro than the current capitalist system. All three responses 
published indicated that students believed socialism would provide more equality in terms of 
ownership over the means of production, higher wages, and protection from exploitation by 
wealthy whites. Other columns also examined the American Federation of Labor’s bylaws 
and the extent to which labor unions discriminated against black workers. Students may have 
encountered labor unions’ exclusionary practices personally through conversations with 
family members who worked as tobacco workers in Richmond or dockworkers in Norfolk.64 
 As the ASU spread to southern campuses, the organization’s members formed the front 
lines of the movement to combat Jim Crow. For several years, northern chapters of the NSL 
had encouraged their members to sign anti-lynching petitions, hold forums on the Scottsboro 
trial, and advocate for equal funding for black and white schools. The merger with the SLID 
and formation of the ASU increased the organization’s membership, enabling it to challenge 
racial discrimination on many more college campuses. Students at northeastern and mid-
western universities demanded equal access for black and white students to dormitories, 
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restaurants, and social clubs. The platform for the ASU’s annual conferences featured a plank 
calling for an end to segregated facilities. The ASU did not shy away from confronting 
racism at all-white universities in the South. As Maurice Gates observed, the student 
movement in the South proved that the efforts of black and white activists were increasingly 
interdependent: “The white student needs the Negro student in his struggle and the Negro 
student needs the white student.”65      
 The ASU’s role in Alice Jackson’s attempt to desegregate the University of Virginia 
illustrates this point.66 In August 1935, Jackson, a graduate of Virginia Union University like 
her brother and a Richmond native, applied to the University’s graduate program in French. 
She had taken French classes at Smith College in Massachusetts but believed she should have 
the opportunity to continue her education in her home state. When the white University in 
Charlottesville denied her application, Jackson acquired the support of the Richmond 
NAACP and considered bringing a lawsuit. However, like Thomas Hocutt before her, Alice 
Jackson’s case was doomed by a technicality—her undergraduate institution was 
unaccredited by the Association of American Universities.67 Nevertheless, state officials in 
Virginia panicked. They had watched intently as Donald Murray won his case to enter the 
University of Maryland School of Law a year earlier, and they knew that Jackson’s 
challenge—although ultimately unsuccessful—posed a threat to the doctrine of segregation 
in education. The fact that some UVA students supported the challenge infuriated the white 
segregationists. Members of the campus ASU—then still known as the NSL—flooded the 
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student newspaper with letters advocating the desegregation of the university. They wrote a 
scathing letter to the board of visitors after the body had rejected Jackson’s application, and 
they arranged debates on campus with students who were pro- and anti-desegregation.68 NSL 
students articulately countered segregationists’ assertions that African Americans were the 
intellectual inferiors of whites and desegregation would lead to interracial marriage. They 
argued that UVA would be strengthened by admitting black students: “Every genuine student 
in order to secure as broad an education as possible, must come into contact with all races 
and nationalities.”69 
 There is no apparent evidence of Virginia State students’ involvement in the Alice 
Jackson affair or their thoughts on the issue. We do know that by the time Jackson had 
submitted her application to the University of Virginia, VSC students had participated in the 
strike against war in April. They would have likely been aware of if not involved in local 
leaders’ march to the state capitol in Richmond that summer to present model legislation 
calling for increased expenditures in education and an end to segregation. How might 
Jackson’s quest to desegregate higher education have been perceived on the college campus? 
Had she emerged victorious, as had Donald Murray in Maryland, the precedent would have 
been set for African Americans to pursue graduate education at the state’s historically white 
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universities. At that moment, black students had no opportunities for graduate or professional 
training within their home state. They could pursue graduate and professional degrees at 
universities outside of the South that were open to black applicants, but this path carried 
substantial costs for those already struggling to complete their undergraduate education. 
Thus, it remains likely that at least those who were active in the student movement would 
have supported Jackson’s challenge.  
 While Alice Jackson weighed the merits of engaging in a legal battle, Virginia State’s 
president John Gandy was negotiating with state officials to add graduate programs to 
Virginia State to provide black students with higher educational opportunities within their 
home state. The stir caused by Jackson’s application made his case all the more convincing. 
In December 1935, the state board of education authorized Gandy to create graduate and 
professional courses at VSC “as rapidly as the demand arises and economic conditions 
permit.” Realizing that a substantial graduate program at his institution would take many 
years to build, Gandy also urged the state to provide money to black students wishing to 
pursue graduate or professional school out-of-state in the interim—a kind of compromise that 
had been similarly endorsed by white members of the state’s Commission on Interracial 
Cooperation. In March 1936, the state enacted the Educational Equality Act, which provided 
tuition scholarships for African Americans to attend graduate school outside the state.70 With 
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graduate instruction beginning in the summer session of 1936, Virginia State became the first 
publicly funded black college in the South to offer the Master’s degree.71 
 Without a trace of their opinions in the historical record, we can only imagine what 
Virginia State students thought about the prospects of desegregated graduate education at this 
time. For the average VSC student, logistical concerns were likely at the foreground. Did 
they prefer to attend graduate school at an historically black institution, so as to be protected 
from the jeers of hostile white students? If so, was it better to attend a graduate school within 
their home state, even if the inaugural programs at VSC paled in comparison to the more 
established graduate programs at places like Howard, Fisk, and Atlanta Universities? Or, 
were out-of-state tuition scholarships, which enabled black students to attend any institution 
that would admit them, more advantageous?72 Students who wanted to study in the 
professions—such as law, medicine, and pharmacy—had no choice but to pursue the out-of-
state option.  
 We do know that black students in Virginia took full advantage of the legislature’s 
Educational Equality Act, which the body passed in response to Jackson’s case. The program 
enabled sixty-six students in the fall of 1937 to attend graduate school out of state. Virginia 
State College had only just inaugurated its first graduate program in the field of Education 
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and enrolled a handful of students.73 But as the graduate program at VSC expanded to add 
degrees in English, History, Agriculture, and Science, large numbers of black Virginians 
continued to pursue their graduate work outside the Commonwealth.74 By the fall of 1940, 
after the state had expanded its out-of-state scholarship program to include professional 
degrees, eighty-six students opted to pursue degrees out-of-state.75 Notably, twenty-four of 
the eighty-six students went to Howard University to study law or medicine, and twelve 
pursued degrees at Meharry Medical College in Nashville. By comparison, twenty-three 
graduate students enrolled at Virginia State during the fall semester of 1940, most of whom 
were in the field of Education.76 Although the statistics available are limited, African 
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Americans interested in graduate and professional education apparently preferred to use state 
funds to attend more established programs out-of-state—some of them at historically white 
institutions that accepted black students and some at historically black institutions—to the 
more modest and limited programs available at Virginia State.  
 Following the enactment of the Educational Equality Act, Alice Jackson became one of 
thirty students who took advantage of the state’s out-of-state tuition scholarships to pursue 
her graduate degree elsewhere. The NAACP had difficulty finding a back-up plaintiff for 
Jackson, should her case be dismissed on a technicality, and so the civil rights organization 
decided to drop the case.77 That so few college-age African Americans were willing to join 
Jackson’s efforts and risk legal action to desegregate Virginia’s white universities is telling. 
Becoming a lightning rod for social change was no easy task. Plaintiffs faced public criticism 
in the limelight and experienced future repercussions. For example, Alice Jackson had 
difficulty finding a teaching job in her home state upon completing her Master’s degree at 
Columbia University. The young African Americans who decided to take advantage of 
Virginia’s out-of-state tuition scholarships faced criticism, too. A black journalist for the 
Richmond Planet compared the thirty students who accepted state aid to Judas for their 
apparent betrayal to the cause.78  
 Whether or not they were willing to participate in a lawsuit, the Virginia State students 
who associated with the NSL/ASU may have criticized Gandy and other moderate black 
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leaders for their readiness to forge a compromise through the Commission on Interracial 
Cooperation (CIC). The Richmond Planet targeted these leaders as well for their capitulation 
to the demands of white racial liberals, who advocated the provision of additional resources 
to black schools but shunned desegregation as a means to equality. James Jackson had 
likened the CIC to a “spy court” that kept tabs on black leaders and decided who was and 
who was not “acceptable” based on their inclination to pursue racial equality through the 
“proper” channels. Indeed, because he had come of age with the CIC as his reference point 
for an interracial organization, Jackson was surprised to find white students in the ASU 
supportive of bold protest when it came to racial discrimination.79  
 That is not to say that Gandy and his ilk were blind followers of “interracial 
cooperation.” Gandy’s fellow educator, Gordon Blaine Hancock, acknowledged that black 
and white moderates in the CIC were increasingly “traveling in opposite directions.” Rather 
than cut ties with the interracial organization, however, these black leaders encouraged their 
white counterparts to pursue genuine efforts at reform rather than hollow compromises.80 
Gandy’s efforts to establish graduate education at VSC were par for the course. Without 
enraging white segregationist state officials, he aimed to provide black students with an 
option to attain graduate education within their home state. At the same time, his advocacy of 
out-of-state tuition scholarships showed his recognition of the limitations of black institutions 
like his own in offering black students the best education possible.  
 If relatively quiet on the issue of desegregation in higher education, Virginia State 
students remained vocal about a host of issues facing them as college students and as young 
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African Americans in the South. In early 1937, a group of student leaders met on campus to 
discuss improvements that could be made at the college. Among their suggestions were 
circulating a petition against lynching among the student body then sending the names to the 
Attorney General of the United States and hosting a one-day interracial conference on “The 
Virginia College Student and the race issue.”81 Clearly, the students had moved beyond a 
myopic focus on campus issues. They stood ready to confront the world outside of the 
college, and their involvement with the National Student League/American Student Union 
had been a critical first step. 
 
Activism Off and On Campus: The Southern Negro Youth Congress (SNYC) and the National 
Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP)  
 
 Virginia State students participated directly in a new organization founded in their 
home state in 1937: the Southern Negro Youth Congress (SNYC). James Jackson of the 
NSL/ASU had taken a leading role in organizing the SNYC as the student arm of the 
National Negro Congress (NNC). A labor organization based in the North, the NNC focused 
on organizing black workers into unions affiliated with the Congress of Industrial 
Organizations (CIO). The SNYC served to augment the NNC’s mission by organizing black 
workers in the South and mobilizing youth, in particular. Like the NSL, both the NNC and 
SNYC included members affiliated with the Communist Party. Heralded as a youth-led labor 
organization by historians, the SNYC proved to be that and much more. Through its annual 
conferences alone, the organization connected black youth from various backgrounds and 
locations across the South and mobilized them to take action on a multitude of issues, 
                                                            
81 “Leaders Organize,” Virginia Statesman, 20 February 1937, 1, 3. Professor Rose Butler Browne organized 
the student leaders who represented several clubs, sororities, fraternities, and publications on campus. 
 
 192 
including protesting lynching, voter disfranchisement, fascism, and educational inequality, 
and demanding economic rights.82   
 Fifteen Virginia State students were among approximately 500 delegates selected to 
attend the SNYC’s inaugural meeting, held at Fifth Baptist Church in Richmond—the former 
capital of the Confederacy. For the purposes of comparison, Howard University in 
Washington, DC brought twenty-nine delegates to the conference. Other black colleges 
represented included Virginia Union University, Fisk University, Morgan College, and the 
affiliated institutions of Atlanta University Center. Although attendance was strong among 
those who lived in close proximity to Richmond, young people also came from as far away 
as Texas and Oklahoma. Many were students, but youth from a variety of organizations and 
backgrounds were also present. Ten sharecroppers traveled to the conference from Alabama; 
miners and factory workers attended; and the Methodist Episcopal Church organized an 
impressive delegation of its youth.83 While some adults were selected as delegates, NNC 
President John P. Davis asked them to refrain from voting so that the SNYC could emerge as 
an all-youth-led affair. An additional 2,000 audience members came to witness this historic 
event unfold. That some attendees had traveled from Mexico, China, and South Africa 
signaled the rise of a widespread youth movement with an international presence. Moreover, 
the presence of white youth leaders from labor unions and religious organizations indicated 
                                                            
82 Gellman, Death Blow to Jim Crow, 64, 68-69; Sullivan, Days of Hope, 150. In Death Blow to Jim Crow, 
historian Erik Gellman provides background on the National Negro Congress (NNC) and an account of the 
SNYC during this period. James Jackson had eagerly joined the youth division of the NNC in 1936 and thus 
was the logical person to organize the affiliated youth organization. Initially, the SNYC drew its organizing 
committee from the ranks of the ASU/NSL and YMCA, most of whom had attended a Negro Youth Conference 
held in Chicago in 1933. Edward Strong, an NAACP activist who was close to John P. Davis of the NNC, took 
up the leadership mantle for the SNYC. 
 
83 “Told Pitiful Tale at Conference,” Journal and Guide, 20 February 1937, 1; Cliff Mackay, “Candid Photo 
Word of Personality Study of Negro Youth Session,” Journal and Guide, 20 February 1937, 1. John P. Davis of 
the NNC requested that the photo of the sharecroppers not be published because they would face difficulty if 
white landowners discovered they had attended the conference.  
 
 193 
that the movement for Negro youth had interracial support. The meeting sought to mobilize 
youth to action around the slogan, “Dream, Organize, Build—for Freedom, Equality, 
Opportunity,” and advertised sessions oriented around topics such as world peace, black 
employment and political participation, equal educational opportunities, and social 
integration.84  
 Given Virginia State students’ previous activism, it is not surprising that they found 
common cause with those in attendance. They viewed the formation of SNYC as evidence 
that youth were on the move and leading the fight against racial inequality. Four students, 
including Marie Bassette—the associate editor of the Virginia Statesman—and William 
Ferebee—who organized the campus demonstrations for peace—assumed leadership 
positions in SNYC as members of the credentials and resolutions committees. In addition to 
the fifteen students who attended the conference in an official capacity as delegates, 
numerous students traveled to Richmond to observe the proceedings. Three first-year 
students, just in their second semester at Virginia State, participated as audience members 
and indicated that one did not have to be an established leader on campus to appreciate the 
conference’s significance. As news of the SNYC’s formation reached campus, editorials in 
the student newspaper proclaimed the importance of college students leading the way: 
“Negro youth is well aware of the multitude of complex and pressing problems confronting 
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the Negro group in the South. Youth has realized that it can no longer look to the elders of 
the race to solve all of the vital problems alone. Restless and pioneering, youth has accepted 
the challenge.”85 Others also sensed this feeling of readiness. A writer for the Norfolk 
Journal and Guide expressed that the students of SNYC had come together to act on their 
feelings of frustration with Jim Crow segregation and anger at the violence experienced by 
African Americans at the hands of lynch mobs. A senior at Virginia Union commented that 
the SNYC conference was designed as a discussion not of “where we are” but of “from 
where we shall proceed, and how.”86     
 At the conclusion of the meeting, SNYC delegates passed a series of resolutions 
developed during the roundtable discussions that focused on the topics outlined in conference 
publicity. In the area of education, delegates called for the free distribution of textbooks in 
public schools, regardless of race; the teaching of African American history to black and 
white school children; the election of black representatives to school boards; and the 
employment of black teachers in white as well as black classrooms. Building on a keynote 
address delivered by Donald Murray, the lead plaintiff in the NAACP’s first successful 
desegregation lawsuit, the SNYC passed a resolution demanding access for African 
Americans to the educational facilities enjoyed by white students. The group pointedly 
endorsed the NAACP’s continuing legal campaign to achieve admission for black students to 
white state universities in the South. In the area of “social integration,” conference delegates 
demanded that municipalities create recreational facilities for black children. They called for 
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the equalization of economic opportunities, a boycott of stores that refused to employ black 
workers, and the organization of interracial groups in churches and schools to promote 
interracial understanding. Resolutions emanating from the session on citizenship called for 
freedom for Angelo Herndon and the Scottsboro boys, an organized fight against the poll tax, 
and sustained efforts to encourage African Americans to vote where possible.87 With these 
long-term goals in mind, black youth left the conference with a unified sense of purpose and 
a vision of the most important issues facing them. 
 One week after the conference had ended, a proclamation adopted by SNYC appeared 
in the press. The statement opened with a declaration of loyalty to the South, lest any reader 
conclude that SNYC was led by outsiders. “We are proud of every inch of Southern 
soil….We are proud of the generations of the Negro people of the South….And we are no 
less proud of the heritage given to all Americans alike by such fighters for liberty and 
democracy as Thomas Jefferson and Patrick Henry,” it affirmed. The writers also avowed 
their intention to reach out an open hand to white youth of the South, for theirs was designed 
to be a unifying movement: “As one rises, all must rise, and as one falls all must fall.” The 
rest of the proclamation served as a kind of manifesto for the youth movement. Echoing the 
promises of the New Deal and pointing out where President Roosevelt’s programs had fallen 
short with regard to serving African Americans, the proclamation firmly stated that black 
youth had the right to a free and equal education; the right to be free from poverty and 
sickness, with a roof over their head; the right to enjoy recreational facilities; the right to 
work with equal pay and the opportunity for advancement; and the right to vote, serve on 
juries, and act as representatives in government. The proclamation called for an end to racial 
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violence and segregation in no uncertain terms: “Lynching must end. The Jim Crow system 
must end. For these are the shackles which bind Negro and white youth alike.”88  
 A substantial section of the proclamation dedicated itself to making clear that the 
SNYC was an organization committed to improving the economic conditions of African 
Americans. Standing with sharecroppers and tenant farmers, the SNYC called for an end to 
modern systems of slavery and declared that all African Americans should have the 
opportunity to own their own land. Women who worked as domestics and laundresses should 
be freed from such low-paying and degrading labor. Mine, mill, and factory workers 
deserved higher wages, better conditions, and the right to organize in powerful, interracial 
unions. The SNYC’s affiliation with the National Negro Congress influenced its focus on 
labor issues, but the presence of black sharecroppers and union organizers at the inaugural 
conference likely encouraged middle-class delegates and attendees to consider economic 
exploitation more seriously as an essential focal point of the freedom struggle.89 
 The SYNC proclamation also reflected its members’ astute understanding of 
international affairs and the relationship between the youth movement at home and similar 
efforts abroad. Reflecting the influence of the Popular Front, the document drew a 
connection between fascism in Ethiopia and Spain and the fascist tendencies of the Ku Klux 
Klan in the southern United States. All instances of fascism must be opposed in the name of 
freedom and democracy, the statement declared, but SNYC members remained equally 
opposed to war: “Our bodies and our souls are destined for higher things than cannon 
fodder.” Conference speaker Max Yergan, who had served a long term as a YMCA worker in 
South Africa, was a likely source of inspiration. In his address, he had warned those in 
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attendance of the dangers of imperialism, emphasizing that in 1937, Africans controlled less 
than 10 percent of the African continent.90 Viewing imperialism and fascism as preconditions 
for war, SNYC aimed to root out the causes rather than respond with military might and 
further violence. 
 Above all, the SNYC proclamation called for unity among African Americans in the 
South. Finding common cause among black churchgoers, students, farmers, and factory 
workers remained an essential goal of the movement. “[Unity] is the practical device thru 
which we will win our freedom,” the statement concluded, “We have no higher duty than to 
bend our backs and lend our joint energies in a struggle to end the Jim Crow system, to wipe 
out lynching and mob violence.”91 For black college students, in particular, the SNYC 
conference and its resulting proclamation served to crystallize their desire to effect change. 
Student activists at Virginia State had shown an increasing willingness to tackle issues 
outside the campus gates. From their strike against the college administration to their protests 
for peace, VSC students had countered the image of “cowards from the colleges” painted by 
Langston Hughes. While they felt protected within the walls of the Petersburg campus, their 
interactions outside with black youth from a variety of backgrounds convinced them to take 
part in the budding movement. 
 Upon leaving the SNYC meeting in Richmond, the delegates from Virginia State 
pulled off at a roadside lunch stop, intending to purchase some sandwiches and eat them 
outside because of the restaurant’s Jim Crow seating. To their surprise, the owner of the 
restaurant refused to serve the students altogether. The irony of being denied service because 
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of the color of their skin after having just attended an interracial meeting seeking to end 
racial discrimination was not lost on them. Experiences like this one, where Jim Crow 
directly affected students, emboldened them to take action rather than sit idly by on the 
sidelines. Notably, the students wrote about the experience in the campus newspaper, 
illustrating their determination to take on instances of everyday racial discrimination.92 
 It is not clear what role VSC students played in SNYC’s subsequent activities in 
Richmond, where it set up its headquarters following the inaugural conference. But it is 
likely that they at least paid close attention to SNYC’s role in helping to organize a series of 
strikes among Richmond’s black tobacco workers. The strikes, which took place between 
April 1937 and August 1938, succeeded in establishing the Tobacco Stemmers and Laborers 
Union (TSLU), shortening hours, improving sanitary conditions, and achieving modest wage 
hikes. The SNYC shared its Richmond office with the TSLU, and at least one Virginia Union 
student who worked with the Congress supported striking workers by making signs and 
placards. Virginia State students were certainly involved in SNYC’s subsequent annual 
conferences, held in Chattanooga, Tennessee in 1938 and Birmingham, Alabama in 1939.93 
They supported the SNYC’s campaigns to lobby for anti-lynching legislation in Congress; 
protested cuts in National Youth Administration and Works Progress Administration 
programs, which offered lifelines to struggling black youth and students; and promoted voter 
registration among African Americans in several southern cities.94 At the 1938 SNYC 
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conference in Chattanooga, Virginia State’s Verse Speech Choir provided entertainment and 
served as an example of SNYC’s efforts to expose black youth to the cultural contributions 
of the race.95 
 Back on campus, Virginia State students showed an increasing commitment to civil 
rights organizations like the NAACP. A series of events across the Old Dominion served to 
mobilize black Virginians to join the national civil rights organization. Throughout the 
1930s, the NAACP’s involvement in a several lawsuits regarding residential segregation, 
educational segregation at the University of Virginia, and unequal teacher salaries had 
convinced many African Americans that legal action was preferable to waiting for white 
officials to take action against racial injustice.96 As a result, membership in the NAACP and 
the number of branches in the state grew over the course of the decade; by 1935, there were 
twenty branches compared to just two in 1915. The establishment of the Virginia State 
Conference of Branches of the NAACP to coordinate activity across the state also served to 
build support for the organization. When a local attorney and professors at Virginia State 
revived the Petersburg branch in 1934, students gained greater exposure to the organization.97  
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 Recruitment drives that focused on students also brought young people into the folds. 
The organization’s Youth and College Division, established in 1936, sought to draw young 
people from like-minded groups, such as the ASU and SNYC. The pages of the Virginia 
Statesman advertised the NAACP’s Crusade for Liberty campaign in 1938, which marked 
the organization’s twentieth anniversary by raising money for its efforts to secure African 
Americans “full status…under the law and Constitution.” The local NAACP enlisted the 
support of VSC fraternities and the campus Y to sell buttons to advertise the occasion for ten 
cents each.98  
 As it had been for the SNYC, lynching became a key issue around which the national 
NAACP rallied support on college campuses. In February 1937, ten students at Virginia State 
led an anti-lynching demonstration on campus as part of the national organization’s 
coordinated effort. Dressed in fine clothes and dark overcoats to shield themselves from the 
chilly weather, they sported black armbands and carried signs commemorating 5,105 victims 
of lynching since 1882. Led by William Ferebee, who had also taken a leadership role in the 
earlier campus protests for peace and served as a SNYC delegate, the student protesters 
formed a picket line in front of the dining hall at meal time to raise awareness and organized 
for the entire student body to pay silent tribute to the victims of lynching during chapel 
hour.99  
 Editorials in the Virginia Statesman translated the protest into a call for policy action. 
“When jails are burned to the ground, prisoners spirited away, and disfigured beyond 
recognition; when Roman holidays are proclaimed and white men and women, with children 
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in their arms, come out in droves to witness these horrible acts; when these same spectators 
fight over pieces of their prey’s garments to carry away as souvenirs; there is urgent need for 
Federal action,” one article proclaimed. The author urged fellow students to write their 
representatives in Congress, telling them to support anti-lynching legislation, purchase 
buttons to show their support for the NAACP, and make their voices heard in newspapers 
across the land. Students repeated the anti-lynching demonstration in February of 1938, 
which was followed by a visit from NAACP attorney Charles Hamilton Houston, who spoke 
to students about the organization’s efforts to lobby for anti-lynching legislation.100 
 In the fall of 1938, the Virginia NAACP took up a lawsuit in Norfolk to equalize 
teacher salaries—an event that drew the attention of students, many of whom were aspiring 
educators. The Virginia Teachers Association, the statewide organization for black teachers 
in the state, had initially opposed such legal action, but a lack of willingness on the part of 
white officials to do anything about the glaring inequalities between black and white teacher 
salaries led even the most cautious to support a lawsuit.101 The NAACP’s initial plaintiff was 
Aline Black, a high school chemistry teacher who had asked the city of Norfolk to increase 
her pay to match the salary of a white teacher of equal rank. By June 1939, a circuit court 
judge ruled against Black, and the Norfolk school board responded immediately by 
announcing that they would not renew her contract. Black’s firing generated a firestorm of 
                                                            
100 “STOP LYNCHING!” Virginia Statesman, 6 February 1937, 2; “What About It?” Virginia Statesman, 30 
October 1937, 2; “Lynching Protested,” Virginia Statesman, 12 February 1938, 1; “Houston to Speak at Sunday 
Forum,” Virginia Statesman, 9 April 1938, 1. The NAACP, Student Council, YMCA, YWCA, and the 
Emergency Peace Campaign co-sponsored the 1938 demonstration. Charles Hamilton Houston visited in April 
1938. 
 
101 “Virginia Teachers Hold Convention at Hampton Institute,” Virginia Statesman, 4 December 1937, 1. At its 
Golden Jubilee anniversary celebration in November 1937, where John Gandy delivered the address, the VTA 
announced its plan to embark on a legal campaign with the NAACP. The VTA contributed $1000 to the 




protest among African Americans in Norfolk, who took their demonstrations to the street. 
Even black moderates like newspaper editor P.B. Young joined the march, which called upon 
the school board to reconsider their decision. In June 1940, black teachers in Norfolk won 
their challenge on appeal, and, as a result, several additional lawsuits sprung up across the 
state, including one launched by teachers in Petersburg.102  
 Virginia State professors who were intimately involved in the state and local branches 
of the NAACP kept VSC students abreast of the organization’s activities. Although students 
quickly put their own stamp on NAACP activities on campus, the role played by faculty 
mentors in connecting students with the civil rights organization proved essential. Professor 
Hermanze Fauntleroy, the director of the college’s Mechanical Arts Department, served as 
the president of the Petersburg NAACP in 1938.103 As students passed in and out of his 
courses, they might have been offered an NAACP button in exchange for a small 
membership contribution. By 1939, the campus newspaper began regularly advertising 
NAACP membership with appeals to “Help the NAACP Fight Our Battle.” A contribution of 
one dollar, the paper emphasized, would assist the organization in its fight for equal rights.104  
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 History Professor Luther Porter Jackson was also an ardent supporter of the NAACP 
and praised the organization’s litigation efforts, which he saw as necessary to force changes 
in areas like voting. Jackson backed the NAACP’s legal battle for equal teachers’ salaries 
and was instrumental in convincing the Virginia Teachers Association to support legal 
action.105 Although Jackson belonged to the same black moderate organizations as President 
Gandy, newspaper editor P.B. Young, and professor Gordon Blaine Hancock, his politics 
departed from some of his colleagues in notable ways. Jackson’s wholehearted support for 
the NAACP, for example, stood in contrast to Gandy, who publicly remained wary of 
embracing the organization’s litigation efforts, even if he supported the same desirable ends 
in private. With the range of political opinions represented by these figures on campus, 
students at Virginia State grasped the possibilities and limitations facing African Americans 
in the Jim Crow South. During their undergraduate years, students learned from the views of 
their teachers and developed their own brand of politics to address the changing times.  
 Professor Jackson played an important role in encouraging Virginia State students to 
take an interest in politics and advocate for unrestricted voting rights. In 1935, Jackson and 
fellow Virginia State professor D.A. Wilkerson formed the Petersburg League of Negro 
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Voters, a middle-class organization that encouraged local African Americans to register to 
vote and pay their poll tax of $1.50. In 1941, the Petersburg chapter fused with other voting 
groups throughout the state to form the Virginia Voters League. In editorials for the campus 
newspaper and the Associated Negro Press, Jackson urged African Americans to make use of 
the ballot in order to pressure lawmakers to increase teachers’ salaries, pass anti-lynching 
legislation, and enforce due process rights for African Americans in courts of law.106   
 In his history courses, Jackson preached to his students the importance of black 
suffrage, both historically and in the present. His own scholarly work on black officeholders 
during Reconstruction provided a context for his activism and gave students an example of 
what could be accomplished through black political power. Jackson viewed his pupils as a 
particularly important audience, given that so many of them were training to become teachers 
themselves and could later pass on this knowledge to their students. Because the legal voting 
age was twenty-one, Jackson could not pressure his students to go out and register in the 
same way that he did his fellow faculty members. However, according to biographer Michael 
Dennis, Jackson escorted his junior and senior students to the registrar’s office on their 
twenty-first birthdays. He brought newspapers to class to emphasize the importance of 
staying abreast of current events. To introduce students to state and national centers of 
political power, Jackson took his classes on field trips to the state legislature in Richmond 
and the capitol in Washington, DC.107 
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 Decades after sitting in his classroom, one student recalled that Jackson “worked to 
bridge the gap between the school and community.”108 In 1939, Jackson organized sixty 
students to canvass the black community in Petersburg and conduct a door-to-door survey on 
black voting. The responses the students collected were enlightening, if frustrating. Jackson 
and his students knew that less than half of eligible black voters in Virginia went to the polls, 
but their survey data revealed that “indifference” and “apathy” were responsible in large part 
for low civic participation. Respondents, many of whom viewed the comparatively well-to-
do Virginia State students with suspicion, reported that they did not see the point in voting. 
They did not feel represented by elected officials, and paying the poll tax six months in 
advance of an election was a low priority compared to other financial responsibilities. While 
Jackson emphasized that discrimination and intimidation by whites offered a major reason 
for low voter turnout among African Americans in Petersburg, he thought that there were 
other contributing factors, such as a lack of education about the process and knowledge of the 
importance of voting. It was for this reason that Jackson dedicated so much energy to civic 
education both on and off campus.109  
 William Davis was but one of many students influenced by Jackson’s campaigns. In a 
letter to the editor of the Virginia Statesman, Davis urged his fellow black Virginians to 
“awake to the conditions that surround us.” Referencing the 1938 inauguration of Governor 
James H. Price, who promised to reduce the poll tax, Davis urged his audience to “hold the 
new regime to the last word of its pledge.” He targeted black educators in particular, pointing 
out that 85 percent of them were not registered to vote, yet elected representatives in the state 
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legislature had the power to ensure that they were paid salaries equal to white teachers. “It is 
only through the ballot that we will be able to make any decided steps toward racial 
progress,” Davis continued, “Let us rise up and fight for our rights.” The Statesman’s 
editorial board issued another reminder on the importance of voting approximately a year 
after Davis’ letter. Framing the “appalling number of non-voters, many of whom are eligible 
and qualified,” as the crux of the problem, the editors urged students “to bring this problem 
to the foreground and be an example in demonstrating the use of the ballot.”110 
 While Jackson and his pupils correctly asserted that voting was an important tool for 
black progress, the political realities of the Jim Crow South limited the power of African 
Americans wielding the ballot. Although African Americans voted in record numbers for 
President Roosevelt in 1936, New Deal programs continued to discriminate against them, and 
the strength of southern senators in Congress ensured that such exclusions would continue.111 
At the state level, the black vote showed little promise of convincing Virginia legislators to 
create equal educational opportunities or abolish the poll tax. These roadblocks to reform 
obscured the optimism offered by Jackson and the Voters League. A world in which the 
black vote could influence public policy seemed far off in the minds of the majority of black 
Southerners. Moreover, Jackson’s reports on black voting, detailing the numbers of those 
registered compared to those eligible, were intended to shame black Virginians into paying 
their poll tax and attempting to register. Middle-class voters leagues from Durham to 
Petersburg implied that at least a part of the responsibility fell on African Americans to 
overcome the seemingly impenetrable barriers to voting. For black laborers, paying the poll 
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tax amounted to no small burden, and even then, racist white registrars had free reign to 
block African Americans’ attempts to register.  
 Although Jackson’s liberal democratic approach to social change had its limitations, 
increasing rates of voting among African Americans did begin to bear fruit in the postwar 
era. In a study on black voting commissioned by the Southern Regional Council—the 
successor to the Commission on Interracial Cooperation—Jackson pointed to improvements 
in public accommodations for African Americans that had been secured through voting in 
local elections. Also attributable to increasing rates of black voting were the election of 
African Americans to municipal office and the employment of black police officers. By 
1942, Jackson had recognized that the struggle for unencumbered black suffrage also 
required systemic change. While he continued to advocate that African Americans pay their 
poll tax until the requirement was abolished, he also embraced the anti-poll tax campaign led 
by the Southern Electoral Reform League.112    
 Through their involvement in both the SNYC and the NAACP, Virginia State students 
tackled critical issues facing the race: disfranchisement, racial violence, unemployment, 
educational inequality, and fascism at home and abroad. Important distinctions existed 
between the organizations, but in the late 1930s, youth who were involved in the SNYC and 
the NAACP were fighting for many of the same issues.113 For VSC students, affiliation with 
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the SNYC and the NAACP marked their transition from an inward facing politics focused on 
changing campus culture to an outward facing politics focused on the legal, civil, and 
economic rights of African Americans. To be sure, Virginia State students did not stop 
fighting for their rights and privileges on campus. But increasingly student perspectives on 
issues beyond the campus gates dominated the pages of the Virginia Statesman.  
 The students’ outward facing activism, unlike their efforts to challenge Victorian norms 
on campus, did not generate criticism or punishment by the administration. Perhaps even 
more impressively, the SNYC conferences garnered support and commendation from even 
the most moderate among black leaders. A list of endorsements for the 1938 conference in 
Chattanooga, for example, included John Gandy as well as the college presidents of Shaw 
University, Benedict College, and Alabama State College. Professor Gordon B. Hancock, a 
loyal member of the Virginia CIC; James Shepard’s business partner and friend C.C. 
Spaulding; and newspaper editor P.B. Young followed suit.114 Perhaps these older black 
leaders who had given interracial cooperation a chance had begun to lose faith in a strategy 
that had yielded so little in the way of black freedom. Perhaps they concurred that the time 
was ripe for youth to take the lead; perhaps they felt they could take political cover by 
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endorsing the activities of students but largely staying out of the limelight. Perhaps they, too, 
sensed the necessity for a new mode of race relations in the South.  
 Apparently, these moderate leaders felt they were in safe company endorsing the 
SNYC, given the educational leaders who had come out to support the inaugural conference 
in Richmond. It was there that President Mordecai Johnson of Howard University had 
delivered a stirring speech in which he encouraged youth to protest against the evils in the 
world while also formulating a vision for the new world they would like to see. Significantly, 
the institutional head “chided the old stand-patters,” the black intellectuals who had warned 
youth not to “rock the boat.” According to Johnson, a number of African Americans in the 
academy had spent so much time studying racial discrimination that they could no longer 
envision the possibility of it changing. Howard sociologist E. Franklin Frazier echoed 
Johnson in urging youth to break with old ways. Black intellectuals and advocates of 
interracial cooperation had launched numerous studies and commissions to address the 
oppression of African Americans in the South, but they had yet to effect social change. 
Frazier urged the youth of the SNYC to consider militant tactics and unlike their elders, do 
something: “The Negro race problem will not be solved by being good. It may get you into 
heaven…but it won’t do you a damn bit of good here.” Charlotte Hawkins Brown, principal 
of the Palmer Memorial Institute—a secondary school for black girls in Sedalia, North 
Carolina—served as a keynote speaker at the SNYC conference in Chattanooga. Heralding 
the gathering as “the medium through which we may march to victory in the establishment of 
justice and freedom for all,” she praised youth for leading the way and urged them to “let the 
world know they prefer death to slavery or injustice.”115 While Frazier, Johnson, and Brown 
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exercised caution due to their positions in the academy, they had concluded that youth 
offered the best hope for furthering the freedom struggle, and it was no longer their place to 
stand in the way. 
 Similarly, the intraracial divide between “youth” and “maturity” appeared blurred when 
it came to the activities associated with civil rights organizations like the NAACP. Again, 
several professors at VSC acted as vocal proponents of the NAACP and connected students 
to the organization’s campaigns in areas such as anti-lynching and voting rights. It was more 
difficult for black college heads like John Gandy to support the NAACP publicly because of 
the organization’s explicit endorsement of desegregation in higher education. But Gandy 
tacitly approved of the involvement of his students and faculty members in the organization, 
and it is likely that he was a dues-paying member of the Petersburg branch himself. When the 
NAACP’s activism had direct implications for the Virginia State campus, such as the case 
with the Alice Jackson challenge, Gandy remained careful to keep his distance. Likewise, 
when the organization’s efforts struck a nerve with southern white liberals, Gandy 
emphasized his preference for interracial cooperation and pragmatic negotiation over swift 
legal action. The willingness to call for an immediate end to Jim Crow segregation remained 
a dividing line between “youth” and “maturity,” or, more specifically, between black student 
activists and the leaders of state-funded institutions for African Americans.  
 By the close of the decade, Virginia State students had grown thirsty for opportunities 
to use their role as college students to challenge Jim Crow. Indeed, they sought ways to 
connect what they learned in their classes to events occurring beyond the campus gates. 
Following the Daughters of the American Revolution’s refusal to allow Marian Anderson to 
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sing in Constitution Hall in Washington, DC, an editorial in the Virginia Statesman stated: 
“Continually, we are reminded of the plight of the Negro, but have we ever actually sat down 
earnestly to think the matter through in order to decide the part that we should play in 
bettering the conditions?” The author called for fellow students to “apply our learning to 
practical questions revolving around our inherent rights” and suggested that one method of 
doing so was increasing participation in civic affairs. Another student proposed that Virginia 
State use its auditorium—“the best architecturally designed and most completely equipped 
among Negro colleges”—to show moving pictures so that students and African Americans in 
the Petersburg community could boycott the “Jim Crowed peanut gallery accommodations” 
at local movie theaters.116 
 As it had for several years, the Virginia Statesman served as an organ for students to 
communicate their opinions, persuade, and mobilize their peers. Hugo Owens, president of 
the Student Council, penned an editorial in which he reflected on the progress achieved 
seventy-five years after the issuing of the Emancipation Proclamation. “The fact remains, we 
are still slaves,” Owens concluded, citing the threat of lynching and employment 
discrimination as impediments to African Americans achieving full freedom. For Owens, 
participation in organizations like the SNYC offered a step toward progress, and he 
encouraged other students to join him as a delegate to the 1939 conference in Birmingham. 
Owens also found release in expressing his sentiments through poetry. In “To a Negro 
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Youth,” he lamented that the cards were stacked against the black child from birth.117 At the 
same time, he reflected the outlook of the youth movement as he urged young African  
Americans to stay the course against Jim Crow: 
  My son, in his battle to live, 
  You don’t have a chance that's fair; 
   Your skin is not white, 
   And you have no right 
  To vie or challenge a dare. 
 
  Right or not right! Challenge and dare. 
  Where there's a will there's a way-- 
   Black? Black or no black-- 
   Let cowards turn back.  
  Keep fighting and you'll save the day! 
 
Owens’ poem captured the feeling among his fellow college students that the time for 
fighting against Jim Crow had come. Unsatisfied with the diplomatic methods exercised by 
some of their elders, students believed that change needed to come through organizations like 
SNYC and the NAACP rather than the Commission on Interracial Cooperation (CIC).  
 Professors like Luther Jackson offered Virginia State students the opportunity they 
sought—to use their classroom lessons to better understand the “plight of the Negro” and 
contemplate their own role in the struggle. In addition to emphasizing African American 
History in his courses, Jackson organized events on campus to celebrate Negro History Week 
each year. In February 1939, six Master’s degree students from Jackson’s class led a chapel 
service to commemorate the affair. The title of their presentation, “The Struggle of the Negro 
for Freedom,” signified the students’ focus on the history of resistance by members of their 
own race. Reporting on papers they had written, the students traced a centuries-long struggle 
for freedom that was still ongoing. Professor Jackson spoke first and discussed the brave 
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efforts of black soldiers who fought in the American Revolution for a fledgling nation that 
oppressed them. Students Lucille Olds and Martha Anderson moved forward in time as they 
chronicled the perilous journeys made by enslaved people on the Underground Railroad, as 
well as the triumphs and limitations presented by emancipation at the close of the Civil War. 
George Crawford closed the program by addressing the ongoing freedom struggle for equal 
education. Citing lawsuits dealing with black students’ access to graduate and professional 
schools in the South, Crawford explained that the paths blazed by student litigants Donald 
Murray, Alice Jackson, and Lloyd Gaines represented the latest efforts by African Americans 
to attain full citizenship.118  
 With mentorship from professors like Jackson, students were empowered by their 
lessons in Black history and educated about contemporary efforts by African Americans to 
erase the color line in the South’s public universities. As George Crawford demonstrated, 
students in Jackson’s class acquired knowledge of the latest actions of the United States 
Supreme Court, which indicated they that they were entitled to more. Due to resistance from 
white state officials, the Supreme Court’s ruling on desegregation would not be fully 
implemented for more than a decade, but the significance was hardly lost on the students: 
states had a legal obligation to provide equal graduate educational opportunities to black and 
white students or allow black students to enter historically white universities. In the 
meantime, Virginia State students benefitted from a learning environment that celebrated 
African American history and culture and trained them to be future leaders of the race. 
 
 
                                                            
118 Dennis, Luther P. Jackson and a Life for Civil Rights, 54-57, 59, 110; “Va. College Observes Negro History 





 Between 1934 and 1939, students at Virginia State blazed a path of student activism 
that shifted from an inward focus on their rights as students on campus to an outward focus 
on fighting for equal rights as African Americans in broader society. Whether striking for a 
freely elected student council or staging anti-lynching demonstrations, students employed 
many of the same skills. While the administration responded with force to the student strike 
of 1934, it gave tacit and sometimes explicit approval to students’ later activism as part of a 
number of organizations fighting for an end to racial and economic oppression in the South. 
Administrators like John Gandy kept their schools running and conducted interracial 
diplomacy with white state officials and philanthropists while students and faculty members 
shaped the learning environment at black colleges and breathed life into campus culture.  
 The campus climate at Virginia State defied the stereotype of “conservative” black 
colleges advanced by Langston Hughes and others. If President Gandy, in some ways, 
resembled the image of a repressive leader or a “cowardly Uncle Tom,” in other ways he 
appeared a cautious negotiator, mindful of both the restrictions he faced as the black leader of 
a state-funded institution in the Jim Crow South and as the head of an institution designed to 
further the intellectual achievements and character development of black youth. At the same 
time, Virginia State students engaged in radical activism as they joined the ASU in 
demanding an end to segregation and the SNYC in calling for unionization throughout the 
South. Despite the restrictive campus culture, which regulated the movement of female 
students in particular, Virginia State students shaped the college environment into a space 
that fostered their growth as citizens and scholars. They molded the campus newspaper, 
debate team, and student government into avenues for their free expression and 
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empowerment just as they insisted that their classroom instruction be relevant to the issues 
they faced in the real world. Faculty members played a critical role, too, in making the 
historically black college an environment that nurtured students’ intellectual curiosities while 
also providing them with the tools they required to navigate Jim Crow.    
 In the NAACP’s legal campaign to desegregate higher education between 1933 and 
1950, lawyers went to great lengths to demonstrate the disparities between black and white 
colleges. Proving that hastily constructed programs at black schools were inferior to their 
white counterparts was essential to winning the argument that separate was inherently equal. 
Such arguments about the inadequacies of black educational institutions, while necessary in 
the courtroom, do not tell the whole story. Indeed, scholarship focusing on desegregation has 
said more about what the schools lacked—a substantial cohort of top-trained professors, 
libraries filled to capacity with the latest publications, and state-of-the-art equipment—than 
the campus culture, student activism, and sense of racial consciousness that existed within. 
Students who attended historically black colleges when white state universities closed their 
doors to them realized the limitations of their schools and the fact that the state distributed 
resources unequally between black and white institutions. But such recognition was often 
overshadowed by the immense pride black students placed in their institutions. The members 
of this black college community demonstrated that assigning meaning to a racially segregated 










"DEMOCRACY HALTS AT THE AMERICAN NEGRO": THE WARTIME 
POLITICS OF SOUTHERN BLACK EDUCATIONAL LEADERS 
 
 
A matter of days before the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor, North Carolina College 
President James Shepard delivered a radio address broadcast to the people of Durham and 
entitled, “The Present Status of the Negro.” Employing the rhetoric of democracy and 
patriotism, he declared that no American wishes to see fourteen million citizens “ignored if 
not forgotten.” Shepard then went on to highlight several areas in which the United States 
was doing plenty of ignoring and forgetting. Citing racial discrimination in employment, 
Shepard spoke about the skilled black workers who wanted to work, exercise patriotism, and 
earn wages to provide for their families. He cited the injustices experienced by black soldiers 
as the nation prepared for war. “Negroes are discriminated against even when it comes to the 
defense of our flag,” he said, asking how much longer African Americans could “remain 
good or great of heart in this deadly indifference to their own welfare.”1  
Writing a letter to the editor of the Wall Street Journal in April 1942, Shepard 
emphasized again that “[African Americans] cannot suffer these discriminations without 
indefinite peril to our obligations…in this war for the preservation of our democratic 
society.” He declared that the war would showcase to the world the “wrongs against 
minorities” that occurred within the United States. From instances of racial violence going 
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unpunished to the armed forces setting up quotas for black soldiers, Shepard concluded, 
“Democracy…halts at the American Negro and hesitates to accept him and his gallant 
sacrifices.”2 
 If Shepard exhibited pessimism for the state of race relations during wartime and 
doubt as to how long African Americans could remain loyal, he, like so many others, saw in 
the war an opportunity for African Americans to use their participation as leverage for 
democracy at home. Characteristic of the rhetoric employed in the “Double V” campaign, 
Shepard linked demands for racial equality and freedom from discrimination to war aims in 
his writings and radio appearances. Specifically, he reframed the same requests he had been 
making of state officials for decades in the terms of the worldwide conflict between 
democracy and totalitarianism. He argued that wartime cuts to education, which he called 
“the bone and the sinew, the life or the death of democracy," would constitute a perilous 
mistake. We must show the same “fervent and liberal spirit” in supporting educational 
institutions as is used to prepare the military for defense, he argued. In addition to calling for 
black teachers to be paid exactly as white teachers were paid, Shepard insisted that black and 
white students receive the same quality of instruction; that public funds for schools be 
distributed fairly and equitably; and that bus transportation be available for black 
schoolchildren as well as white. So long as the state neglected the education of its black 
citizens, he reminded fellow North Carolinians, democracy remained under attack. 
 These were hardly new demands, but in the midst of wartime, Shepard phrased them 
in a different tone and with an increased sense of urgency. Speaking on the radio, he offered 
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his usual conciliatory remarks to the white members of his audience, praising the General 
Assembly for providing funding for black graduate education and making some headway 
toward equalizing teachers’ salaries before working in the rub: “North Carolina is too great, 
too generous, too Christian a state to send its Negro citizens through the courts [to achieve 
their civil rights],” he said. “Likewise, North Carolina is too great, rich and powerful a state 
to exact of its teachers a service for which this commonwealth is unwilling to pay.”3  
 Seven years earlier when black teachers in the North Carolina Teachers Association 
had launched a campaign to equalize teacher salaries, it was Shepard who had steered them 
away from an alliance with the litigation-minded NAACP. Instead, he spearheaded a 
diplomatic effort to negotiate a schedule with the governor to reduce the salary differential 
between black and white teachers over time rather than through a direct legal challenge. 
Although he was not ready to admit the fault of his ways, Shepard expressed his frustration 
for the glacial pace of change by which the legislature had operated in this area. State 
lawmakers had not followed the recommendations of Shepard’s commission; by 1939, black 
teachers still earned just 74 percent of what white teachers made.4 With the United States 
mobilizing for war, Shepard declared that it was time to put this battle to rest: “At one sweep, 
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make salaries equal instead of waiting for three or four years longer,” he urged the state 
legislature.5 
 Wartime had hammered home for Shepard the fact that the government, at both the 
state and federal level, had failed to provide equal education, employment, and services for 
African Americans, despite the diplomatic means by which he and other moderate black 
leaders had issued their requests. Worse still, lawmakers showed no indication of tackling 
racial discrimination against African Americans who had volunteered to defend the nation. 
Thinking back to World War I, Shepard wrestled with the question of whether the 
contributions of African Americans to the war effort would yield greater citizenship rights at 
home. He recalled feeling optimistic that when black soldiers returned from war they would 
gain “a chance to live and work and…be regarded as men.” But those hopes were dashed at 
the war’s end, as race riots burned through cities and towns and bitterness and 
disappointment prevailed.6  
 Now in his sixties, Shepard was an old hand in many ways. He could not escape the 
habits that he had developed throughout his career as a black college president working under 
the surveillance of white state officials: praising the limited contributions of the state 
legislature to black education and advocating non-adversarial means of addressing racial 
inequalities. But with age had come reflection and a newfound willingness to experiment 
with a bolder tone as he addressed the public on air and in print. 
 This subtle shift was not lost on one of Shepard’s most vehement critics, Louis 
Austin, the editor of Durham’s black newspaper. From the pages of the Carolina Times, 
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Austin had criticized Shepard’s conservatism and deference to white state officials in the 
past, particularly his failure to support Thomas Hocutt’s desegregation lawsuit against the 
University of North Carolina. Now, Austin praised the college president for his “sound” 
message and acknowledgement of the unjust actions of the state. Austin observed that 
Shepard, whom he considered characteristically optimistic, had revealed a sense of “waning 
hope…and discouragement.” Noting the change in Shepard’s tone, Austin declared, “There is 
a time when the most conservative of us will consider caution no longer a virtue.”7 
 Shepard’s increased sense of urgency and willingness to make demands of state 
officials reflected a larger trend among African Americans during World War II. Across the 
country, African Americans grew bolder in their attacks on the white power structure, all the 
while building on organizations and campaigns that had existed for some time. Membership 
in the thirty-year-old NAACP swelled, particularly in the South, as African Americans 
cheered the organization’s lawsuits against unequal teachers’ salaries and barriers to black 
voting.8 Younger organizations like the Southern Negro Youth Congress (SNYC) and 
Southern Conference for Human Welfare (SCHW) sponsored an anti-poll tax campaign and 
aimed at registering large numbers of African Americans by the war’s end.9 New movements 
developed during the war, too. The black press launched its “Double V” campaign, insisting 
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on victory for democracy at home as well as abroad, and labor leader A. Philip Randolph led 
a March on Washington Movement demanding federal action to end racial discrimination in 
the armed services and defense industry. Angered that the country that deprived them of 
equal educational opportunities, equal access to public services, and equal pay for equal work 
would expect them to lay down their lives for its defense, black soldiers and civilians alike 
challenged their second-class citizenship by attempting to register to vote and flouting 
segregation ordinances.10  
 Although they were almost universally mobilized by the war and united on the goal of 
doing something to improve their condition, African Americans expressed a variety of 
opinions on how fast or slow they should proceed and when and where they should voice 
their discontent. Many of those black leaders who had been reluctant to denounce Jim Crow 
publicly—either for fear of white reprisal or for strategic reasons generated by the need to 
work with white powerbrokers—came to reject segregation outright.11 College presidents 
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Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill (hereafter cited as CIC). Two examples from North 
Carolina illustrate that daily acts of resistance against Jim Crow were on the rise during the war. In March 1943, 
four black women refused to disembark from a “whites only” passenger car stopped in Henderson, North 
Carolina and headed for Raleigh. They were promptly arrested, taken to jail, charged with violating the 
segregation ordinance, and fined five dollars plus court costs. In the summer of 1944, Pfc. Booker T. Spicely, 
who was riding a bus in downtown Durham refused to move when asked by the white driver. Spicely made a 
joke at the driver’s expense, suggesting that he was not man enough to be a soldier in uniform, and in response, 
the driver shot and killed Spicely. After an all-white jury announced their acquittal of the bus driver, a suspected 
act of arson started a fire in a section of downtown Durham replete with white-owned property. 
 
11 P. B. Young, editor of the Norfolk Journal and Guide during World War II, commented, “There never was a 
time in the history of the United States when Negroes were more united concerning the impact of segregation 
on their lives.” Young, quoted in Morton Sosna, In Search of the Silent South: Southern Liberals and the Race 
Issue (New York: Columbia University Press, 1977), 106. See also Richard Dalfiume, “The ‘Forgotten Years’ 
of the Negro Revolution,” Journal of American History 55, no. 1 (June 1968): 102. Historian Harvard Sitkoff 
explained that individuals and organizations who had never been part of a protest movement “found it 
respectable, even expedient, to be part of the new militancy” during World War II. Sitkoff, “Racial Militancy 




James Shepard and John Gandy had been careful not to speak out against segregation to 
avoid alienating those white Southerners they considered allies in their quest to improve 
black educational institutions. During the war, however, they grew incensed at the reactions 
toward African Americans who volunteered to fight for their country. When white 
Southerners responded with violence to black soldiers in uniform and accused black 
journalists of disloyalty when they called for “Double Victory” at home and abroad, black 
moderates like Shepard and Gandy were pressed to change their tone.12  If white Americans 
and the federal government refused to treat African Americans as equal citizens when they 
went to war ready to die for their country, when would African Americans ever be treated 
equally, they wondered. 
 While there is a virtual scholarly consensus that World War II constituted a 
“watershed” moment in African American history, we know little about the transformation 
undergone by African Americans whose more conservative outlook on race relations did not 
dictate an immediate end to Jim Crow segregation.13 Their mobilization was more likely to 
occur around the conference table and behind closed doors, seldom producing newsworthy 
                                                
12 Dalfiume, “The ‘Forgotten Years’ of the Negro Revolution,” 100-101. Dalfiume named Richmond Times 
Dispatch editor Virginius Dabney as one of the white journalists who accused black newspapers of disloyalty. 
See also, Virginius Dabney, “Nearer and Nearer the Precipice,” Atlantic Monthly 171 (January 1943): 94-100. 
 
13 Although it has been widely acknowledged by historians since the 1960s that the conditions of wartime 
influenced the black freedom struggle, scholars continue to debate the extent and means of the war’s influence. 
Kevin Kruse and Stephen Tuck’s edited volume on the relationship between World War II and the civil rights 
movement demonstrates that while many scholars recognize the war “as a point of origin, an important prelude, 
or a period of marked progress toward the civil rights movement,” still others suggest the war “marked a 
downturn in black militancy,” compared to the economically focused black activism of the 1930s. In this 
regard, Kruse and Tuck conclude the war’s impact on the civil rights movement was “decidedly ambiguous, at 
times empowering black activists, at times constraining them, at times emboldening those seeking to preserve 
racial hierarchies, and at times making surprisingly little different at all. For the most part, though, the upheaval 
of wartime did indeed reshape the battleground and tactics of the black freedom struggle. That it did so in such 
a variety of ways was, in part, because there were so many diverse activists seeking to use the war for their own 
ends.” Fog of War: The Second World War and the Civil Rights Movement, ed. Kevin H. Kruse and Stephen 
Tuck (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012), 3-6, 11-12. 
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narratives of resistance.14 This chapter explores a series of conferences taking place between 
1942 and 1943 that brought together black college presidents and their contemporaries from 
across the region. Through the Southern Conference on Race Relations, black Southerners 
known for their moderate politics developed a manifesto in which they declared themselves 
loyal to the nation and the war effort but expressed that such loyalty should not preclude a 
discussion of changes necessary to bring about racial equality in the areas of voting rights, 
education, employment, the justice system, public services, and military service. In a single 
sentence, the manifesto also declared the conference participants’ explicit denunciation of 
Jim Crow segregation, going farther than many had previously committed themselves in 
public. An examination of the conference planning, proceedings, and aftermath reveal a 
variety of opinions among this select group but also a strong desire to speak with a unified 
voice to the white South and to take advantage of the exigencies posed by the war to demand 
more than they ever had. Hesitant to alienate the liberal white Southerners who supported 
black institutions, the black conference participants aimed to create a roadmap for postwar 
planning that their counterparts could accept while, at the same time, setting forth a new 
vision for “interracial cooperation” in which they played an equal role.   
                                                
14 As Kruse and Tuck demonstrate, existing scholarship on African Americans in the war period has largely 
focused on organizations and individuals who demanded significant changes at the federal level through 
nationally visible campaigns or confronted Jim Crow segregation head on at the grassroots. Typical topics 
covered include: A. Phillip Randolph’s March on Washington Movement and the creation of the Federal 
Employment Practices Commission (FEPC); the growth of the NAACP; the black press’ “Double V” campaign; 
and numerous local narratives of black soldiers and civilians resisting white supremacy and demanding racial 
equality at the local level. See Fog of War, 3-4. I am indebted to scholars who have explored the lesser-known 
stories of African Americans who pursued a more moderate course in their lives and careers, but who were 
nevertheless emboldened and challenged by the exigencies of wartime. Those works include: Raymond Gavins, 
The Perils and Prospects of Southern Black Leadership: Gordon Blaine Hancock, 1884-1970 (Durham, Duke 
University Press, 1977); Michael Dennis, Luther P. Jackson and a Life for Civil Rights (Gainesville: University 
Press of Florida, 2004); Patricia Sullivan, Days of Hope; J. Douglas Smith, Managing White Supremacy: Race, 
Politics, and Citizenship in Jim Crow Virginia (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2002); and 
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 By the war’s end, only a distinct minority of moderate black leaders in the South 
remained committed to negotiating solutions to racial problems with their white counterparts. 
The majority had also abandoned the group’s previous hesitancy to discuss an end to 
segregation, or what white southern liberals regarded, “the unyieldable point.” They did so 
just as white liberals dug in their heels and proved unwilling to move on the issue, resulting 
in the fracturing of an interracial alliance that had existed since WWI. But for the chapter’s 
primary protagonist—James Shepard—the postwar period brought a more subtle change in 
tone. At the end of his career and life, Shepard endorsed the conference’s statement against 
segregation but spent his twilight years trying to navigate a fast-changing world in which Jim 
Crow’s demise was imminent but the particulars were unknown. The very question at the 
heart of the matter was: Must we abandon segregation in order to secure racial equality and 
an end to racial discrimination? For men who had spent their careers building segregated 
institutions, to answer in the affirmative required a significant shift in worldview. 
 
A Conference to Address Racial Inequalities in the Postwar Era: Two Dueling Visions 
 During the spring and summer of 1942, sixty-seven year old James Shepard was at 
work on a project that he thought could advance the race while also alleviating the racial 
tensions that lay at the root of increasing racial violence. Believing that wartime had 
generated a “growing rift” between blacks and whites “greater…than at any period 
since…emancipation,” Shepard called for a “constructive meeting” in which black leaders 
from across the country could come together to derive concrete solutions to grave and long-
standing problems. In essence, he wanted African Americans to meet and establish “common 
ground,” and then draft a unified message to present to whites on what should be done in the 
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postwar era to alleviate “racial ill will” and enhance the “social, civic, and political status of 
the Negro”15 
As he planned such an event, Shepard relied on a model that had previously proven 
successful in terms of attracting nationally known black leaders as well as the support of 
northern white philanthropists. Between 1928 and 1930 with the financial assistance of the 
Spelman Foundation, Shepard had hosted a series of Fact-Finding Conferences at North 
Carolina College to “ascertain true facts regarding various problems confronting the Negro as 
a group in the United States and to offer some practical program for their solution.” Topics 
discussed included discriminatory funding for black schools, problems facing black 
businesses, political activities of African Americans, and the future of the black farmer. The 
impressive list of speakers included intellectuals, politicians, and entrepreneurs from the 
North and the South. At the end of each meeting of the conference, Shepard had produced a 
report, which included recommendations for how to move forward. The Fact-Finding 
conferences benefitted the African Americans who participated in terms of facilitating 
discussions on how to deal with problems facing the race, but Shepard believed that the 
conferences had also assured white Southerners that the black leaders involved proposed 
“constructive remedies” to deal with the problems as opposed to resorting to protest.16 
                                                
15 Shepard to the Rockefeller Foundation, 27 April 1942, Shepard to Jackson Davis, 11 June 1942, Shepard to 
Davis, 6 May 1942, General Education Board interview with Shepard by Davis, 8 June 1942, all in Folder 1034, 
Box 114, Series 1.1, GEB; Shepard, blank letter regarding Fact-Finding Conference, 29 January 1943, in Folder 
27, Series 3, Durham Fact-Finding Conference Records, North Carolina Central University Archives, Durham, 
North Carolina (hereafter cited as FFC). 
 
16 Invitation for the Durham Fact-Finding Conference, April 17-19, 1929, Program of the Second Fact-Finding 
Conference, Durham, North Carolina, April 17-19, 1929, both in Folder 23, Series 3, FFC. The program for the 
1929 meeting included W. E. B. Du Bois, Kelly Miller, Alaine Locke, Sterling Brown, Julian D. Rainey, and 
Madam C.J. Walker. Educator W.G. Pearson and businessman C.C. Spaulding, Shepard’s close friends and 
fellow Durhamites, served as secretary and treasurer of the 1928-1930 meetings. 
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Shepard envisioned a similar format for the conference on race relations that he 
proposed take place in the spring of 1943, and he spent much of 1942 canvassing fellow 
black educational leaders as to their thoughts on the possibility of holding a conference. The 
educator cast his net far and wide, reaching fellow HBC presidents as well as black 
businessmen, ministers, and journalists in the South, Northeast, and Midwest. Respondents 
from W. E. B. Du Bois to Charles S. Johnson provided Shepard with plenty to think about, 
including the question of whether the conference should involve white as well as black 
participants and, if so, whether the sessions should be integrated.17 Incorporating the advice 
he received, Shepard continued to refine his conference proposal, suggesting that after the 
facts were gathered, attendees would devise specific remedies to avoid another recitation of 
problems. These remedies, regarding African Americans’ efforts to secure jobs, housing, and 
cast their ballots, would then be proposed to “those who have the power to remedy such 
evils.”18 
In the course of soliciting feedback for his fact-finding conference, Shepard 
concluded that a consensus had emerged that the existing mechanisms for managing race 
relations had grown stale. Shepard and other black educational leaders in the South had 
previously participated in the Commission on Interracial Cooperation, an organization 
established in the aftermath of World War I to address increased racial tensions and violence. 
                                                
17 Claude A. Barnett, director of the Associated Negro Press, suggested to Shepard that the 1943 Fact-Finding 
Conference “not be limited to colored people as it had in the past.” Barnett to Shepard, 25 June 1942, Folder 1, 
Series 1, FFC. See also Shepard to Mordecai Johnson (Howard), 23 May 1942, Benjamin F. Hubert (Georgia 
State College) to Shepard, 11 January 1942 and 28 May 1942, F. B. Ransom (Mme CJ Walker Manufacturing 
Co) to Shepard, 29 May 1942, W. E. B. Du Bois to Shepard, 28 May 1942, Charles Johnson (Fisk University) 
to Shepard, 1 June 1942, George E. Haynes to Shepard, 1 June 1942, Bishop W.J. Walls (AME Zion Church 
Chicago) to Shepard, 29 May 1942, Barnett to Shepard, 25 June 1942, Carl Murphy (Baltimore Afro-American) 
to Shepard, 29 May 1942, all in Folder 1, Series 1, FFC.  
 
18 Shepard to Jackson Davis, 11 June 1942, Folder 1034, Box 114, Series 1.1, GEB. 
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Under the auspices of the Commission, black and white moderates had gathered to condemn 
lynching and discuss improvements in public services for African Americans; however, the 
Commission’s white members, commonly referred to as “racial liberals” for their belief in 
fair treatment for African Americans, did not support dismantling Jim Crow. As black 
leaders, particularly in the North, called for the desegregation of the military and higher 
educational institutions, white racial liberals clung ever more tenaciously to the institution, 
regarding each chip in the foundation of Jim Crow as a step closer to interracial sex—what 
they feared most.19  
African Americans like Shepard, who had participated in the Commission, found it 
increasingly ineffective, paying lip service to racial discrimination but doing little in the way 
of instigating change, particularly within the organization. Whites, for example, held the vast 
majority of leadership positions. Some white members of the Commission also sensed the 
time had come for a new organization. University of North Carolina sociologist Howard 
Odum confided in Shepard that the members of the Commission on Interracial Cooperation 
had begun to “beat time”; the organization was “not going forward very much” in its work 
and thus the time had come for reevaluation of its purpose. Shepard suggested that while the 
existing interracial framework in each southern state could be used to organize the 
conference, “practical work must be done to a greater degree than these organizations have 
done in the past.”20 In the course of planning, Shepard endeavored to use his previous fact-
finding model as inspiration while adapting it to meet the present situation facing black 
                                                
19 See, for example, Jane Dailey, “The Sexual Politics of Race in World War II America,” in Fog of War, ed. 
Kruse and Tuck, 145-170. 
 
20 Howard Odum to Shepard, 27 May 1942, Folder 1, Series 1, FFC; Shepard to Jackson Davis, 11 June 1942, 
Folder 1034, Box 114, Series 1.1, GEB. 
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leaders as they envisioned changes they hoped to see in the postwar era. His exact plan for 
the Fact-Finding Conference would change over time, influenced by his relationships with 
fellow black leaders and white racial liberals, as well as his evolving perspective on the needs 
of the race.  
In the course of his correspondence regarding the conference, Shepard learned that 
Gordon B. Hancock, a professor at Virginia Union University in Richmond, was planning a 
similar affair. Like Shepard, fifty-eight year old Hancock held the pragmatic belief that race 
relations would improve if white liberals had the facts presented to them. Although he 
believed “integration would supplant segregation in the future,” he did not call for an end to 
Jim Crow—at least not in the presence of whites. His biographer, Raymond Gavins, 
described him as a preacher of the “dual gospel of interracial cooperation and black self-
help.” In the column he began writing for the Associated Negro Press during the Great 
Depression, Hancock urged African Americans to increase their economic power by 
spending their money at black businesses. He also believed in strengthening black 
institutions like Virginia Union, where he had taught sociology, economics, and religion 
since 1921. By working tirelessly to improve relations among black and white Southerners, 
Hancock hoped to “relax tension, create good will, generate understanding, and change 
attitudes.”21 
The onset of the Second World War caused Hancock to adopt a bolder tone in his 
prescriptions for racial advancement. He declared that African Americans would participate 
loyally in the war effort, but he also indicated that for doing so, they would expect equality 
                                                
21 Gordon B. Hancock to Shepard, 26 May 1942, Folder 1, Series 1, FFC. Gavins, The Perils and Prospects of 
Southern Black Leadership, viii, 20, 49-50; 67; 73-74; 85-88; 97. Hancock was a member of the Virginia 
Commission on Interracial Cooperation, although by the late 1930s he was unconvinced as to the organization’s 
ability to do much. 
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within the United States. From the pages of his column, Hancock joined other black 
journalists in the South who alternated between pledges of loyalty for the war effort—indeed, 
he condemned isolationists—and charges of American hypocrisy for fighting fascism abroad 
while practicing racism at home. But Hancock also feared that wartime racial tensions were 
escalating out of control, and violent responses to black protest led him to embrace a 
“strategy of survival.” In a column written shortly after Pearl Harbor, he implored his fellow 
black leaders to end the “quibbling and quarreling among ourselves” and instead focus on 
fighting “the fire” at hand, by which he meant both the flames of war and simmering racial 
tensions. Hancock thought that energy expended on protest and infighting should instead be 
focused on defeating the enemy, for “If the Axis powers win, there will be no kingdom for 
negroes.” 22 Shepard, too, coupled his critiques of state-sponsored racial discrimination with a 
call for participation among members of his race and an emphasis on winning the war, which 
he saw as a key opportunity to advance African American interests.23 
Hancock’s words attracted the attention of Commission on Interracial Cooperation 
loyalist Jessie Daniel Ames, a white woman from Texas who had organized the Association 
of Southern Women for the Prevention of Lynching. Ames wrote to Hancock, applauding his 
article on black leadership, and invited him to write an article for the upcoming edition of 
                                                
22 Gavins, The Perils and Prospects of Southern Black Leadership, 99, 105, 116-117; Hancock, “Down with 
Isolationism,” Philadelphia Tribune, 13 December 1941, 4; Hancock, “Negro Leadership and Current Crisis,” 
Philadelphia Tribune, 27 December 1941; Hancock, “Rights and Deserts,” Journal and Guide, 20 December 
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23 “Total Resources and Strength Pledged to Roosevelt in Crisis,” Pittsburgh Courier, 29 August 1942, 2; 
Shepard to Colonel Beverly C. Snow, July 15, 1942, and other similar letters from Shepard to War Department 
officials in Folder 612, Series 5, SP; Herman Branson, “The Training of Negroes for War Industries in World 
War II,” Journal of Negro Education 12, no. 3 (Summer 1943): 381-382. Shepard subscribed to the idea that 
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desired to acquire military training facilities at NCC because of the federal dollars they would bring in, he also 
aimed to provide opportunities for black college students to train for skilled positions in the military and 
defense industry since the vast majority of skilled training opportunities were foreclosed to African Americans. 
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The Southern Frontier, the CIC’s publication that she had recently launched in an attempt to 
revive the organization. Equally disturbed by the state of race relations, Ames urged him to 
consider the possibility of southern leaders—black and white—gathering together to discuss 
plans for the postwar era: what things did African Americans want now and in the future?24  
Hancock spelled out his vision in a “Southern Charter for Race Relations,” published 
in The Southern Frontier in April 1942. He drew a parallel between the United States’ 
decision to abandon isolationism and enter the war in Europe and the isolationism at home 
that existed in the form of racial segregation. Hancock’s pitch for ending isolationism at 
home was less about dismantling Jim Crow and more about having black and white leaders 
come together to “plan for the future of race relations.” He named several areas in need of 
improvement, among them the exclusion of black workers from labor unions, the exclusion 
of African Americans from New Deal programs, the need for equal education, and the 
enforcement of the right to vote. A “Southern Charter,” like the “Atlantic Charter” would be 
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used to prepare for the postwar era. Hancock indicated that leaders of both races might come 
together under the auspices of the CIC to draft such a charter.25  
 Ames, pleased with Hancock’s proposal for a “Southern Charter,” urged him to go 
forward with planning the meeting she had suggested in her original letter. She confessed 
that she felt fearful for the future of black Southerners and indicated that white Southerners 
must be convinced that Blacks should be afforded “at least the minimum degree of 
citizenship” if peace after the war was to be achieved. Unbeknownst to Hancock, Ames had 
her own motivations for encouraging such a gathering. Without some kind of mobilization on 
the part of black Southerners, Ames worried that northern black “extremists” would 
influence them to adopt militant views. She clung to the belief that “voices of moderation” 
among black and white leaders in the South could work out solutions through the existing 
Commission on Interracial Cooperation, the organization into which she had poured much of 
her life’s work. If Hancock organized a group of black leaders to meet, Ames pledged to do 
the same for whites. She asked that he keep her role secret in the planning stages, lest African 
Americans abandon the project due to white involvement.26  
In the late spring of 1942, Hancock consulted his close friends and colleagues about 
the project. P.B. Young, the editor of the Norfolk Journal and Guide, would become his 
primary partner in planning the affair. The same age as Hancock, Young had spent the 
previous three decades building his paper into one of the largest black publications in the 
South. He used his editorials to speak out against lynching, demand equal appropriations for 
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Subseries 1.2.1, JDA. 
 
26 Ames to Hancock, 7 April 1942, Folder 29, Subseries 1.2.1, JDA; Gavins, The Perils and Prospects of 
Southern Black Leadership, 118-119. 
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black schools, and urge African Americans to participate politically, lest they leave those in 
power to determine their fate. Although he was an astute interracialist, recognized by white 
Southerners as a successful black businessman and accordingly appointed to numerous city 
and state commissions to represent African Americans, Young was also known for taking a 
bolder tone with southern white liberals whom he had come to know through the Virginia 
Interracial Commission. Given the terrible conditions faced by black workers in the war 
industry and those in uniform, Young only reluctantly voiced his support for the war effort 
from the pages of the Journal and Guide, reminding readers that wartime was no time to be 
conservative in the face of racial discrimination and violence. He encouraged African 
Americans to “protest vigorously” and “apply pressure where it is advisable.”27 
 Together, the black Virginians represented educated, middle-class African Americans 
in the South committed to using the war effort to benefit the race. Like Shepard, they often 
found themselves caught between black Northerners who demanded more radical forms of 
protest and white southern liberals who possessed a painfully slow vision of social change. In 
mid-May, they met to hatch a plan for mobilizing leading black Southerners for a meeting to 
discuss their hopes, wants, and needs for the postwar era. Hancock and Young worked with 
Luther P. Jackson, a professor of history at Virginia State, to send out “feeler letters” to two 
black leaders from each southern state, whom they figured would be interested in such a 
meeting.28 Because Jessie Daniel Ames had requested that her role in the affair remain 
                                                
27 Gavins, The Perils and Prospects of Southern Black Leadership, 112-115, 117-119.  
 
28 Gavins, The Perils and Prospects of Southern Black Leadership, 108; draft letter to “Mr. John Doe” from 
Hancock, May 1942, Folder 29, Subseries 1.2.1, JDA. Eight years the junior of Young and Hancock, Luther P. 
Jackson spent the war accelerating his calls on apathetic African Americans to register to vote and pay their poll 
tax. A true scholar-activist he published a newspaper column in the Journal and Guide and used it to voice his 
advocacy of “the double b”—bullets and ballots. For more on Jackson, see chapter 3 and Gavins, The Perils and 
Prospects of Southern Black Leadership, 109-112. 
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anonymous, they referred to “a concerned white Southerner” who had expressed interest in a 
statement from black Southerners detailing what they desired in the postwar period. The 
response was overwhelmingly positive, and college heads Charles S. Johnson, Horace Mann 
Bond, and Benjamin E. Mays were among the enthusiastic repliers.29  
 Since Shepard had been working on putting together his own gathering, the news that 
Hancock’s group was moving forward with such praise gave him pause. In reply to the 
announcement of the Virginians’ plans, Shepard staked his claim while leaving some 
possibility for compromise, “It is our plan to hold the Fact Finding Conference in April 1943, 
but that would not conflict with your conference,” he wrote. “In fact, it might be used in 
connection with it.” Hancock responded in kind, noting “I am almost convinced that we are 
going to blaze a new trail along which your conference could proceed.” Throughout the 
spring and summer, the educators kept each other informed of their respective plans and 
attempted to draw distinctions between their efforts while also envisioning some cooperation. 
“You must by all means be there to help us,” Hancock wrote. He suggested to Shepard that 
the Fact-Finding Conference could serve as a venue for “therapeutics,” providing much-
needed “measures for relief” along the lines laid out by the Hancock group’s “Southern 
Charter.” In a letter to Shepard’s right-hand man, C.C. Spaulding, Hancock noted that he 
designed his conference as an “emergency measure” to capitalize on the energy generated by 
the war. Hancock viewed Shepard’s conference, in contrast, as taking a “long time view of 
things.”30 With thorough research and the dissemination of facts, Shepard’s effort stood a 
better chance of producing an actual agenda for moving forward. 
                                                
29 Gavins, The Perils and Prospects of Southern Black Leadership, 119. 
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 These distinctions made sense in theory, but several developments muddied the 
waters. The first official meeting of Hancock’s Southern Conference on Racial Relations 
occurred on June 30, 1942 in Richmond, Virginia. Ten black leaders from Virginia, most of 
them educators, joined Hancock and Young for a planning session. At the table was John M. 
Gandy, who had recently taken on the title of President Emeritus of Virginia State College, 
and his successor, Luther H. Foster. They settled on a date, October 20, and chose Durham as 
the optimal location due to its centrality and symbolism as a capital of the black middle class. 
Hancock then solicited Shepard’s support by asking him to serve as host for the conference.31 
With the event set to take place at North Carolina College, where the attendees would also 
lodge and dine, Hancock and Young worked with Shepard to solidify the guest list.  
To the outsider, Shepard and Hancock’s group appeared to be working together, 
putting on a single, unified conference. But Shepard continued to see his fact finding 
conference as distinct, and he resented feeling as though he was a junior partner, asked to 
host the affair but not taken seriously when it came to making decisions. He viewed the 
Virginians’ invitation list as too narrow, given its exclusion of northern African Americans. 
Hancock maintained that the conference limit itself to black Southerners or else white 
Southerners, particularly the one with whom he was consulting, would dismiss it outright as 
the work of “northern agitators.” He maintained that it was important for southern African 
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Harlem Renaissance, ed. Alain Locke (1925; repr., New York: Simon and Schuster, 1997), 333-340. 
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Americans to speak out collectively against the system that held them back economically and 
politically while affording them so little dignity. While Shepard agreed with the importance 
of black Southerners speaking with one voice, he knew that the presence of “a few more 
representative people,” by which he meant leading African Americans in the North, would 
press his southern colleagues to go “far enough to accomplish much good.”32 Some of his 
best sources of inspiration and support for his fact-finding conference were black 
intellectuals outside the region, so he had a vested interest in ensuring their place at the table. 
Nevertheless, Hancock brushed aside his suggestions. He simply vowed to bring in more 
voices to the fact-finding conference he planned for the spring.   
 
“I’m With You”: Shepard, Hancock, and the Loneliness of the Gradualist Position 
 Although differences remained in Shepard and Hancock’s visions for a conference 
that would alleviate interracial tensions and propose an agenda for African American life in 
the postwar era, they were ultimately on the same team. What is more, they shared the same 
increasingly lonely space wherein they were committed to keeping white moderates on 
board—a position many of their peers had abandoned—and maintaining hope that their 
loyalty to the war effort would generate opportunities for African Americans. Their own 
feelings of pride and desire to take credit for an event that promised to put forth a working 
agenda for advancing the rights of African Americans often obscured their shared position. A 
successful conference, each thought, would validate their position as race leaders at a time 
when they felt eclipsed by a younger generation that had fresh ideas and a different set of life 
                                                
32 Gavins, The Perils and Prospects of Southern Black Leadership, 120-121; Shepard to Hancock, 25 August 
1942, 2 September 1942 and 13 October 1942, all in Folder 97, Series 1, SP. For example, Shepard pressed 
Hancock to invite Claude Barnett, director of the Associated Negro Press. 
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experiences.33 Two episodes in the summer of 1942 made their camaraderie evident in spite 
of their disagreements. 
 As incidents of racial violence continued to climb, Hancock and Shepard felt 
compelled to try to manage the situation and ease the tensions, which had been a major 
impetus for calling a conference in the first place. Of particular concern were the riots that 
had broken out as a result of white Southerners’ refusal to accept black soldiers in uniform as 
well as several other instances of racial violence involving civilians. January saw the 
lynching of Cleo Wright in Sikeston, Missouri, and a deadly riot near Camp Claiborne in 
Alexandria, Louisiana. March saw the shooting of a black Army sergeant by a white 
policeman in Little Rock, Arkansas.34 In July alone, famous tenor Roland Hayes was jailed 
and beaten in Rome, Georgia after his family defied Jim Crow at a local shoe store; a black 
man in Texarkana, Texas, was lynched after being accused of sexually assaulting a white 
woman; and segregationist governors running for re-election issued staunch defenses of 
white supremacy from the campaign trail.35  
                                                
33 Gavins, The Perils and Prospects of Southern Black Leadership, 79-82, 163-164. Although challenges to 
Hancock and Shepard’s style of leadership would accelerate in the months and years ahead, these challenges 
were hardly new. For years, Shepard and C.C. Spaulding of NC Mutual had experienced tension with younger 
African Americans in Durham, in the process of revitalizing the local NAACP with their more militant politics. 
On the dynamics between these factions during wartime and the struggle of Shepard’s generation to remain 
relevant in Durham, see Christina Greene, Our Separate Ways: Women and the Black Freedom Movement in 
Durham, North Carolina (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2005), 8-24. Similarly, Hancock 
faced a struggle to remain relevant in his professional life at Virginia Union. He feuded with John M. Ellison, 
who had been elevated to the presidency in 1941, and watched younger colleagues in the departments of 
economics and sociology surpass him as influential figures on campus due to their more advanced degrees.  
 
34 Hancock, “Divided We Fall,” Journal and Guide, 21 March 1942, 8; “Clip sheets” for Southern Frontier, 
Folder 41, Series 1.2.2, JDA.  
 
35 For example, Senator Wall Doxey, running for reelection in Mississippi, said, “We intend to keep control of 
our state and see that it always remains under the domination of Anglo-Saxon supremacy. We of the South well 
know that our civilization and way of life are actually at stake.” “Clip Sheet Number 11” for Southern Frontier, 
15 December 1942, Folder 41, Series 1.2.2, JDA. 
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 In response to the rising violence, several well-known white newspaper men, the 
editors of some of the South’s largest dailies, warned African Americans against “agitation” 
and blamed escalating tensions on those who called for immediate change. These were the 
white Southerners that Hancock and Shepard envisioned as an audience for their conference, 
respondents who could convince the white South to listen. Journalists Virginius Dabney, 
Mark Ethridge, and John Temple Graves condemned “northern agitators,” “black radicals,” 
and anyone whose politics fell under the broad rubric of “protest.” As much as interracial 
violence, the editors feared the toppling of segregation, and they had grown uneasy in recent 
years as several Supreme Court decisions had produced cracks in the foundation of Jim 
Crow.36 Black leaders like Hancock and Shepard had considered these journalists racial 
liberals, white Southerners who could be counted on to speak out against lynching and in 
favor of equal, if separate, accommodations for African Americans in education, recreation, 
and public transportation. Now, they struggled with the idea of maintaining the support of 
these men who blamed fellow African American leaders for inciting violence against their 
own people. 
Perhaps most well-known to Hancock and Shepard for reasons of proximity was 
Virginius Dabney, the editor of the Richmond Times-Dispatch. In late May, Dabney wrote to 
fellow newspaper man P.B. Young, alarmed at the “increasingly dangerous situation” and 
warning African Americans to “accept that real improvement in race relations can only come 
by gradual evolution.”37 Young had no doubt learned of Dabney's criticism of the black press' 
                                                
36 J. Douglas Smith, Managing White Supremacy, 274. 
 
37 Editor John Temple Graves of the Birmingham Age-Herald issued a similar warning but with a bolder tone. 
In reaction to what he perceived as northern “agitators” and black “radicals,” he declared that southern whites 
were not willing to budge on the issue of segregation. Editor Mark Ethridge of the Louisville Courier-Journal 
criticized the black leaders who demanded “all-or-nothing” and took the position that nothing “not even all the 
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“Double V” campaign, which he called "disloyal," accusing African Americans of waging "a 
war against our enemies abroad and against whites at home." Using the resources at his 
disposal, Young wrote about Dabney's comments in the Journal and Guide, causing Jessie 
Daniel Ames to turn to Hancock, questioning Young's loyalty to their interracial project. 
Ames reminded Hancock of the need for southern black leaders to put out a statement in 
favor of "constructive" solutions, thereby swaying black Southerners away from the 
influence of the North. The statement, she warned, should avoid explicit reference to 
segregation or white supremacy.38 With Young publicly denouncing Dabney and Ames 
watching closely, Hancock knew that he must strike an even more moderate tone in his 
public statements. 
Against this backdrop, Hancock took it upon himself to urge black and white 
Americans alike to resist the urge to riot and warned against the practice of “fight[ing] fire 
with fire.” He encouraged African Americans to focus on the institutions they had built—the 
businesses and schools that stood as testaments to the race and even to the cooperative 
relationships they had forged with some whites. At Ames’ urging, Hancock republished one 
of his columns, “Interracial Hypertension,” as a pamphlet the Commission would print and 
distribute. The pamphlet, distributed widely during the month of July, sought to appease 
white readers by acknowledging the work of white Southerners to improve race relations and 
stem racial violence and violent rhetoric. Hancock praised the recent decision by South 
                                                
mechanized armies of the earth” could force white Southerners to abandon segregation. All editors’ quotations 
appear in J. Douglas Smith, Managing White Supremacy, 274. 
 
38 Roy Wilkins, “The Watchtower,” New York Amsterdam Star-News, 13 June 1942; Hancock to Ames, 27 July 
1942, Ames to Hancock, 24 July 1942, both in Folder 29, Subseries 1.2.1, JDA. Ames was also corresponding 
with Dabney and Ethridge. After disclosing to them Hancock’s plans for the SCRR, she asked them to be part 
of the proposed follow-up conference of white Southerners. Ames suggested to Dabney that African Americans 
who adopted “aggressive” tactics were setting the stage for disaster. See Ames to Ethridge, 25 May 1942, 
Ethridge to Ames, 27 May 1942, Ames to Dabney, 26 May 1942, all in Folder 29, Subseries 1.2.1, JDA. 
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Carolina’s Democratic Party to open their primary to African Americans; the defeat of some 
southern demagogues at the polls, and the contributions of white Southerners like Ames to 
the anti-lynching movement.39 
Hancock also addressed the statements made by Dabney and his colleagues. After 
explaining that such rhetoric had taken African Americans by surprise, given the white 
editors’ previous support for the anti-lynching movement, the equalization of teachers’ 
salaries, and equal resources for black and white schools, Hancock cautioned his readers 
against excoriating someone who had “put his neck out for Negroes more than once.” Given 
the possibility that Dabney knew "what the silent group of whites is thinking," Hancock 
encouraged his readers to take his words as “essential information germane to the 
readjustments the war will make inevitable.” The white editors' insistence that no revolution 
in race relations could occur during the war and that change must come gradually was “a 
painful conclusion,” Hancock said, “but it is better to face it than to face disastrous 
disillusionment!”40  
                                                
39 For the original editorial, see Hancock, “Interracial Hypertension,” Atlanta Daily World, 5 May 1942, 6. For 
the version published by the Commission as a pamphlet, see Commission on Interracial Cooperation, 
Interracial Hypertension (Atlanta: Commission on Interracial Cooperation, July 1942), Southern Pamphlet 
Collection, Rare Books Collection, Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. Many thanks 
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an assembly line. After noticing that white workers in the factory were sitting down to protest his hiring, the 
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Wants Hancock Pamphlet Withdrawn,” Afro-American, 15 August 1942 and “Bishop Prexy Hits Dean 
Hancock’s Views on Race: Says Philosophy is Dangerous to American Scene,” Atlanta Daily World, 10 August 
1942. 
 
40 Hancock, “Between the Lines: Forcing the Issue,” Atlanta Daily World, 6 July 1942, 6. After the Baltimore 
Afro-American published a critique of this editorial, Hancock published an open letter in which he clarified his 
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Hancock’s decision to publish his pamphlet with the CIC and defend Dabney in print 
caused the Baltimore Afro-American to label him a “stooge” for the white editors. The 
Chicago Defender added that Hancock was “one of the most dangerous betrayers of 
democracy, national unity and Americanism that has appeared on the interracial scene in the 
past 20 years.” For many outlets in the black press, Hancock’s utterances reflected a long 
pattern of objectionable behavior that included his pessimistic outlook on the war’s ability to 
“settle the colored question,” his “defense” of segregation, and his admonition of black 
leaders who sought to bring about total equality through protest.41  
One week later, Shepard earned the scorn of the same newspapers for his efforts to 
dissociate himself from black leaders who, as he saw it, were missing an opportunity to unify 
the race behind the war effort. In a private letter to the White House, Shepard criticized the 
“petty utterances and protests” of “a number of misguided colored leaders” who had taken 
President Roosevelt to task for his handling of the Odell Waller affair. The NAACP and 
Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters had pressured the president to stop the execution of 
Waller, a black sharecropper in Gretna, Virginia, convicted of killing his landlord by an all-
                                                
gradualist position and defended himself against charges of being too “timid” a leader. Hancock explained that 
he was only “timid” about one thing: “advising my people to take a course that will result in disaster, wherein 
the lowly Negro will do the suffering and dying while the stall-fed Negro with his head in some jim-crow 
trough withdraws to his swivel-chaired retreat until the fires of persecution burn themselves out.” Hancock also 
pointed out that leaders the Afro held up as exemplars—Walter White, Randolph, Adam Powell—did not “force 
the issue” either because they do not tell the Negro to “go on a sit-down strike until all their wrongs are righted” 
or “force” anti-lynching legislation through Congress. They, too, understood social and political change were 
processes. See Hancock, “An Open Letter to the Afro-American,” Afro-American, Folder 30, Series 1.2.1, JDA. 
 
41 “Is Hancock a Stooge for Ethridge and Dabney?” Afro-American, 1 August 1942; A. C. MacNeal, “Criticism 
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American, 15 August 1942; Atlanta Daily World, 10 August 1942. After the pamphlet was published, Ames told 
Hancock, “It seems as though you have stepped off into the very center of a boiling hot spring—or rather we 
have pushed you off by reprinting your Interracial Hypertension.” Hancock replied, suggesting that indeed it 
was the pamphlet’s printing that had caused such an intense reaction due to the fact that the CIC had “lost cast” 
with a great portion of African Americans. See Ames to Hancock, 7 August 1942, Hancock to Ames, 11 August 
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white jury. Roosevelt, heeding the advice of his wife, Eleanor, had written to the governor of 
Virginia asking him to commute Waller’s sentence to life in prison, but the president refused 
to speak about the incident, much to the chagrin of the civil rights leaders who had called on 
him to release the letter to the public. Shepard assured President Roosevelt that he and “the 
majority of the colored leaders…and masses” were grateful to the president for writing the 
letter but did not expect him to give it out. The “misguided” black leaders who had criticized 
the president, Shepard claimed, “do not understand the seriousness of the present situation 
and how that the sole purpose of every effort now should be the winning of the war.”42           
Somehow the Baltimore Afro-American got ahold of Shepard’s letter and published it 
along with several letters to the editor that labeled Shepard’s ideas old fashioned and 
antiquated. A former student of North Carolina College wrote one letter, and said that while 
in Durham he was inclined to agree with conservative leaders, after leaving the South for 
Washington, D.C., he realized that the principles of southern black leadership often “fall 
short.” Even if Shepard had built up a reputation for himself through “hard work, skillful 
maneuvering and clever ‘jiving,’” the alumnus wrote, each African American should feel free 
to speak for him or herself and “march on to Washington with the NAACP.”43 Another letter 
emphasized that Shepard’s chosen method of racial uplift—higher education—could not 
protect African Americans from racial violence, citing attacks on wealthy and educated 
                                                
42 “Conservatives Advise F.D.R. Leaders are Misguided,” Afro-American, 8 August 1942, 1; “College Head 
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African Americans like tenor Roland Hayes. As a college president and as an individual, 
Shepard could say whatever he liked, but he could not speak for the race. Before signing off, 
the author declared, “One A. Philip Randolph is worth a thousand James E. Shepards.” Long-
time sparring partner of Shepard, Louis Austin, also chimed in from the editorial page of the 
Carolina Times. Austin speculated that Shepard sought some “advantageous position” or 
attempted to win the support of influential whites. The aging college president was doing so 
because he found himself unable to “keep pace with the fast-moving events and the changing 
conditions about him,” Austin surmised. Declaring Shepard’s influence as largely eclipsed by 
younger African Americans engaged in wartime protest, Austin said, “He ought to let 
someone else bat for him in the future.”44 
While reeling from the “knock out blow” delivered to each of them by the black 
press, Hancock and Shepard commiserated through correspondence. “Something is brewing 
in the South,” Hancock wrote to Shepard, worried about the implications of southern white 
liberals’ publicly and steadfastly defending segregation. “Whatever the thing is, it is fast 
coming to a head,” Hancock confessed. “Some of our group are pushing so violently that the 
white South is girding itself for an emergency,” he warned Shepard as he thought about how 
best to proceed. The situation had taken a toll on Hancock, who journeyed north to Saratoga 
Springs in late August for a break from it all.45 While in New York Hancock learned that 
news of the conference had leaked and the Afro-American refused to let the issue die. The 
paper dubbed the black Southerners who organized the meeting the “Hush Hush Boys,” to 
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criticize the shroud of secrecy surrounding the event. Hancock and his fellow organizers 
lacked courage, according to the Afro-American, and the paper suggested that “[t]hey are 
afraid when all planning is not approved in advance by Mr. Charley.” Hancock rushed to let 
Shepard know that the “first attack” had been made on the conference. But Shepard did not 
flinch; he reminded Hancock that such criticism should give them “more strength than 
weakness.” “I sincerely hope that you have been helped in body and mind and that you are 
ready for the fray,” he told the professor. Shepard expressed solidarity and sympathy, 
reminding Hancock that he was no stranger to “hard knocks” from the press. Citing the need 
for “something constructive” if they were to survive the “hard road ahead,” Shepard signed 
off with a simple but clear message: “I am with you.”46 Despite his previous misgivings 
regarding the invitation list, Shepard had decided to go along with Hancock’s plan for a 
Southern Conference for Race Relations. Criticism had brought the two leaders closer, and 
Shepard was willing to move forward in concert with Hancock, so long as he felt his 
contributions were welcome. 
 Hancock regarded Shepard’s friendship and encouragement as essential to regaining 
his strength to carry on with the affair. “When the machinations of the subtle opposition are 
about to knock me out…you always give me in your letters the smelling salts I so much 
need,” he wrote his compatriot. In return, Hancock propped up Shepard and emphasized the 
soundness of their chosen philosophy: “We are just trying to acquit ourselves like men,” he 
wrote, speaking of his proposal to hold a conference of black Southerners, who would speak 
with one voice to white Southerners about changes that needed to take place with regard to 
race relations in the postwar era. The conference was no act of appeasement, Hancock said. 
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Rather, “if the Southern Negro cannot at present stand upon his hind legs and make his own 
statement as to his aspirations in the present and post-war world, then he is evincing that 
inferiority that so many gainsayers are wont to charge against him.”47 Those African 
Americans, mostly in the North, who spoke critically of Shepard and Hancock’s efforts to 
engage white Southerners, missed the point, Hancock thought. They failed to appreciate that 
gradualist politics, institution building, and the maintenance of relationships with liberal 
white Southerners were necessary components in the struggle for social change. As Hancock 
summarized, “An ounce of North Carolina [College] is worth a ton of clamour by those who 
do little beside clamour. The real heroes of the epic of Negro advance in the South are the 
men and women who like yourself have brought things to pass. Without records such as 
yours no amount of clamour could avail.”48  
Planning for the Southern Conference on Race Relations made clear that Shepard and 
Hancock belonged to a particular group of black leaders in the South that believed that 
multiple avenues of resistance necessary to wrest power from the hands of the white 
supremacists. If A. Philip Randolph and the March on Washington Movement represented 
one avenue, then Shepard’s focus on building strong black institutions and Hancock’s belief 
in cooperating with white racial liberals charted a different course. Relying on a single path 
was futile, they thought. As Hancock explained to Shepard, “Everybody knows what is 
wrong and how bad conditions are but nobody has a program except the program of protest 
and this alone is not going to get us where we want to go.”49 As different as the strategies 
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seemed, even at times conflicting with one another, all belonged to the larger struggle to 
garner equal rights for African Americans.  
 Multiple points of attack even existed among close associates working together. 
While Shepard and Hancock maintained an open dialogue with Ames and Dabney, P.B. 
Young used the pages of his newspaper, the Journal and Guide to speak out when he felt 
these white racial liberals had gone too far. Young responded to Dabney et al.’s critique of 
the “all-or-nothing Negro” by lambasting the “nothing-at all philosophy” of white 
Southerners. White liberals, Young argued, bore some responsibility for demagogues like 
J.K. Vardaman and Eugene Talmadge because they “stood by while the policies of the South 
were shaped.” Rather than point the finger at militant black leaders, Young concluded, white 
liberals would do well to examine their role in producing the current state of race relations.50 
As the editor of an independent black newspaper, Young could afford to speak truth to power 
in a way that Shepard, as the head of a state institution, and Hancock, in the midst of 
organizing an interracial project with Ames, were reluctant to do. If they bristled at the 
charges brought against them by Young, Shepard and Hancock knew southern white liberals 
were committed to working with them, and believed their willingness to join white 
Southerners’ in an interracial project was moderate by comparison to the “all-or-nothing 
Negro.”  
There were some elements of truth in the image painted by the northern black press of 
Shepard and Hancock as naïve, cowardly, and out-of-touch, but its broad brushstrokes also 
obscured the complicated choices faced by these moderate leaders as well as their long-term 
strategy, which had been intentionally crafted and refined over their careers as educators and 
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community leaders. Due to the political realities of the Jim Crow South, Shepard and 
Hancock had developed a pragmatic philosophy toward black advancement. They did not 
believe that African Americans should have to wait one minute more to enjoy equal rights, 
but they also remained convinced that southern black leaders had to make choices as to the 
timing and method of their demands. In their eyes, calling for a swift end to segregation 
would not work: white Southerners, even those considered racial liberals would just stop 
listening, and their ability to shape the opinion of these allies remained critical to bring about 
change. The sweeping transformations proposed by the March on Washington Movement 
were non-starters for African Americans in the South, they believed. Indeed, they thought 
that federal actions protecting the civil rights of African Americans would accomplish very 
little where they lived, for black Southerners would still face racial violence and intimidation. 
“In the future as in the past,” Hancock asserted, “the advance of the Negro must wait on the 
slow growth of an enlightened public opinion.”51 In the meantime, Shepard and Hancock 
thought it best to direct their energy toward keeping white racial liberals involved and 
working toward a postwar plan of action that these moderate white Southerners would 
endorse. 
 If Shepard and Hancock raised concerns as to what was possible for African 
Americans living in the South, they were also preoccupied with what they believed amounted 
to the real costs of alienating white Southerners. First, Shepard and Hancock retained their 
conviction that the building and maintenance of institutions provided a necessary component 
of African American progress. And building and maintenance required some degree of 
compromise with those who held the purse strings. White Southerners controlled the 
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governor mansions, the halls of state legislatures, and the majority of capital in southern 
cities. To be sure, Hancock and Shepard were staunch supporters of black businesses and 
opted to operate autonomously, free from white involvement, whenever and wherever they 
could. This brick-and-mortar politics went hand-in-hand with their pragmatic philosophy, 
because in periods of the most repressive race relations, institutions served as safe spaces for 
African Americans. At a time when these institutions already struggled to keep their doors 
open, protecting them was of paramount importance. To alienate white liberals who had 
supported black educational institutions was to risk their survival.  
 Second, Shepard and Hancock believed that southern white liberals could play an 
essential part in stemming the tide of racial violence in the South. Fresh in their memory was 
the fallout from World War I. Instead of the gains African Americans had hoped for in 
exchange for wartime service, the bloody race riots of “Red Summer” followed. For Shepard 
and Hancock, the pattern of white Southerners responding with violence to any perceived 
increase in black power and autonomy reached back even farther to the Wilmington massacre 
of 1898. As they evaluated the best method for voicing their discontent in the current 
conflict, such episodes served as powerful reminders. Both men also knew that even as they 
condemned white lynch mobs and the demagogues who encouraged them, southern white 
liberals blamed black “agitators” and “radical” demands for provoking an increase in racial 
violence. Dabney had implicated moderate black leaders, too, who he said must remain 
“level-headed” and not let northern black radicals “steal the center of the stage and plunge 
the South into violence and bloodshed.”52 Thus, Shepard and Hancock were cautious to 
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distance themselves from any act of dissent likely to be met with a violent response, just as 
they were cautious to avoid criticism from the likes of Dabney. Although they had witnessed 
the ineffectiveness of the CIC, founded expressly to address postwar racial violence, they 
thought it desirable to make use of the existing framework, however broken, rather than 
abandon it entirely. For this reason, they planned their conference under the auspices of 
interracial cooperation but decided on a framework in which African Americans controlled 
both the content and product of the proceedings. In calling a meeting of the minds, Shepard 
and Hancock intended to lead black Southerners toward constructing a pragmatic postwar 
agenda that called unequivocally for racial equality, but also to produce a statement that 
white Southerners could endorse.  
 
The Southern Conference on Race Relations  
 Fifty-nine black Southerners gathered in Durham on October 20, 1942 to develop a 
plan for ensuring their prosperity and protection in the postwar era. Hancock, Young, and 
Shepard had settled on a guest list of African Americans they considered leaders in the 
region. The vast majority of the individuals invited were educators—public and private 
college presidents, school principals, and the heads of state teacher associations. Ministers, 
lawyers, union representatives, journalists, and businessmen also received invitations. The 
conference planners made sure to invite at least one individual from each state in the region, 
and they succeeded in large part with Mississippi being the only state not represented. 
Because Shepard, Hancock, and Young subscribed to a gendered and class-based notion of 
black leadership, the guest list was overwhelmingly comprised of African American men 
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who were members of the professional class.53 The individuals invited also spanned several 
generations, with as much as a half century separating the youngest and eldest members of 
the conference. While some were born during Reconstruction and witnessed the onset of 
black disfranchisement in the South, others had been too young to fight at the onset of the 
First World War. Differences that arose on account of age and experience contributed to a 
diversity of perspectives among an otherwise relatively homogeneous group.54 
                                                
53 William Bell, President of Alcorn A&M College in Mississippi, was invited but was unable to attend. Bell to 
Shepard, Folder 2, Series 1, FFC. On black middle-class notions of masculine leadership during Jim Crow, see 
Angela Hornsby-Gutting, Black Manhood and Community Building in North Carolina, 1900-1930 (Gainesville: 
University Press of Florida, 2009); Martin Summers, Manliness and its Discontents: The Black Middle Class 
and the Transformation of Masculinity, 1900-1930 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2004); and 
Kevin Gaines, Uplifting the Race: Black Leadership, Politics, and Culture in the Twentieth Century (Chapel 
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1996).   
 
54 Over half of the representatives present were educators, including (with their respective birth years): Henry 
Lawrence McCrorey (President, Johnson C. Smith University, b. 1863), John B. Watson (President, A&M 
College Pine Bluff, Arkansas, b. 1869), John M. Gandy (President Emeritus, Virginia State College, b. 1870), 
Joseph W. Holley (President of Georgia Normal College, b. 1874), James E. Shepard (President, North Carolina 
College for Negroes, b. 1875), Charlotte Hawkins Brown (President, Palmer Memorial Institute, b. 1883), 
Gordon B. Hancock (Professor, Virginia Union University, b. 1884), Luther H. Foster (Acting President, 
Virginia State College, b. 1888), Luther P. Jackson (Professor, Virginia State College, b. 1892), Charles S. 
Johnson (Professor, Fisk University, b. 1893), Benjamin E. Mays (President, Morehouse College, b. 1894), 
Rufus E. Clement (President, Atlanta University, b. 1900), Frederick D. Patterson (President, Tuskegee 
Institute, b. 1901), Robert P. Daniel (President, Shaw University, b. 1902), and Horace Mann Bond (President, 
Fort Valley State College, b. 1904). Other attendees at the Conference included: 9 representatives of labor 
organizations, including mill workers in Alabama, carpenters in Baltimore, and members of the Southern Negro 
Youth Congress—an affiliate of the National Negro Congress; handfuls of businessmen, medical doctors, 
journalists, and religious leaders; and a few representatives of civil rights organizations such as the Urban 
League. Twenty-one individuals (11 educators, 3 journalists, 2 lawyers, 1 religious leader, 1 representative of 
the Urban League, and 3 unknown) sent letters or telegrams endorsing the conference but were not present 
physically. The organizers’ decision to invite mostly school principals and college presidents, the vast majority 
of whom were men, influenced the gender dynamics of the conference. They opted not to expand the invitation 
list to include black school teachers or representatives of state teachers’ associations, the majority of whom 
were women. The four women in attendance were Charlotte Hawkins Brown (President of the Palmer Memorial 
Institute), Mrs. R.E. Clay of Bristol, TN, and Mrs. J.G. Stuart and Mrs. D.K. Jenkins of Columbia, SC. The 
latter two accompanied their husbands to the meeting. Four additional women sent letters or telegrams 
endorsing the conference: Mrs. Zellar R. Boothe of Oklahoma City, Mrs. Ora Brown Stokes of Washington, 
DC, Mrs. H.L. McCrorey of Charlotte, NC (whose husband was the president of Johnson C. Smith University), 
and Dr. Mary Branch, president of Tillotston College in Austin, Texas. Southern Conference on Race Relations, 
List of Attendees, Folder 24, Series 3, FFC; Gavins, The Perils and Prospects of Southern Black Leadership, 
122-123; Commission on Interracial Cooperation, “In Attendance at Southern Race Relations Conference,” in 
Understanding Our Neighbors: A Factual Study of America’s Major Race Problem (Atlanta: Commission on 
Interracial Cooperation, April 1943), 35. 
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 The shared experience of living and working in the South united attendees. Hancock 
had made a persuasive case to his fellow planners that the time had come for black 
Southerners to speak, uninhibited by the presence of white Southerners and free from the 
shadows cast by black Northerners whom white Southerners deemed objectionable. Hancock 
underscored this point at the conference's opening session: “Many things have been spoken 
for him and against him, to him and about him; but the Southern Negro is today speaking for 
himself." This argument resonated with attendees like Morehouse College President 
Benjamin Mays, who explained that although most of those present enthusiastically 
supported organizations led by northern African Americans, such as the NAACP and Urban 
League, they were aware of the need to disarm white Southerners, so that they had “no 
excuse whatsoever” but to listen and respond.55 
 Although the conference attendees agreed that white Southerners must hear their 
assessment of problems facing African Americans in the region, their opinions diverged 
regarding the degree to which they should consider the statements of white southern liberals 
or allow them to shape the agenda. Almost half of the black leaders at Durham were present 
or former members of the CIC. Those who were educators, in particular, had grown 
accustomed to addressing instances of racial discrimination in consultation with white 
moderates, who often held positions of power on school boards or as state bureaucrats in 
charge of public schools. However, the Commission was losing favor even among those who 
had been long-standing members; many of those present believed that the chief 
organizational avenue for interracial cooperation was beyond repair. For this reason, 
conference planners decided to keep the involvement of the Commission’s white leadership a 
                                                




secret; the invitation simply stated that an “interested white Southerner” had suggested a 
series of meetings to discuss the advancement of African Americans in the postwar South.56  
 Similarly, the attendees expressed a variety of opinions regarding the best method for 
voicing one’s discontent with the status quo. For example, James E. Jackson, a leader in the 
Southern Negro Youth Congress (SNYC), played an active part in organizing strikes for 
black industrial workers throughout the South. Jackson’s preferred methods of achieving 
social change differed considerably from those advanced by the elder members of the group 
and conference architects—people like Shepard, Hancock, and Tuskegee President Frederick 
Patterson, who shied away from direct action protest and followed a path of gradualism and 
cooperation, preferring the pen to the picket line. Likewise, attendees differed on the extent 
to which they felt comfortable calling publicly for an immediate end to segregation. If 
Jackson stood at one end of the spectrum, having participated in efforts to desegregate the 
University of Virginia in 1938, Hancock and Shepard, having encouraged African Americans 
to hold their calls for a “revolution” in race relations until after the war, occupied the other.57 
Of course, how much weight they gave to white Southerners’ opinions also influenced the 
attendees’ willingness to insist on a swift dismantling of Jim Crow. 
                                                
56 Gavins, The Perils and Prospects of Southern Black Leadership, 123; sample letter addressed to “Mr. John 
Doe,” from Hancock to Ames, May 1942, in Folder 29, Series 1.2.1, JDA. Shepard wrote to Hancock that the 
white Southerners in favor of the conference should “come out in the open” rather than remaining anonymous. 
Hancock pointed out that black Southerners would be reluctant to engage if they knew the identity of the 
“interested white Southerner,” who was deeply invested in the CIC. See Shepard to Hancock, 28 July 1942, 
Folder 97, Series 1, SP. 
 
57 On Jackson, see chapter 3; Sara Rzeszutek Haviland, James and Esther Cooper Jackson: Love and Courage 
in the Black Freedom Movement (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 2015), especially 60-68. James 
“Jack” Jackson and his wife, Esther Cooper Jackson, adopted the position of SNYC after Hitler’s invasion of 
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within the United States. The SNYC supported the March on Washington Movement and the establishment of 
the FEPC, which they hoped would aid their campaigns on behalf of black laborers in Alabama. Jack Jackson’s 
commitment to the war effort was tested in a new way when he was drafted into the Army in 1943.   
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 The conference presented an opportunity for black leaders, despite their ideological 
differences, to come together and speak freely about how to address the challenges facing 
their race and region. Those in attendance aimed to move beyond the airing of grievances and 
do something about the inequalities in the Jim Crow South. Specifically, they charged 
themselves with drafting a “Southern Charter for Race Relations,” which would state “in 
concrete terms” what they expected from white Southerners in the postwar era.58 The process 
of deliberating and crafting a single statement required a level of debate and compromise 
sorely needed in a moment when black leaders in the South faced pressure from both 
moderate white Southerners and black activists in the North.  
 In the course of welcoming the fifty-nine participants to North Carolina College, 
James Shepard seized the opportunity to let his institution shine. He had spent late September 
and early October sending a personal note to each person on the invitation list. He wanted 
fellow educators and professionals to witness the growth of NCC from its humble beginnings 
to a four-year undergraduate institution, complete with a recently opened law school and 
several new buildings. Within weeks, the news that Shepard’s college had earned 
accreditation from the American Association of Colleges and Universities would go public. 
Shepard must have felt a sense of immense pride that black leaders from across the South 
gathered at his institution for such an important event. At the same time, he found it difficult 
to play second string to Hancock, who remained the public face of the conference. With the 
Southern Conference on Race Relations underway, Shepard was eager to see how the 
                                                
58 Sample letter addressed to “Mr. John Doe,” from Hancock to Ames and Hancock, “Needed…A Southern 
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proceedings would “inaugurate the machinery” to make his Fact-Finding Conference a 
success, as Hancock had promised.59 
 In his opening remarks, Hancock greeted the crowd with a bold message suited for 
his audience of fellow race leaders: “We are proposing to set forth…just what the Negro 
wants and is expecting of the post-war South and nation. Instead of letting the demagogues 
guess what we want, we are proposing to make our wants and aspirations a matter of record, 
so clear that he who runs may read.” The time had come, he explained, for African 
Americans to abandon the old style of race relations—one that was “paternalistic” and 
incompatible with manhood, dignity, and self-respect. “The Negro has paid the full price of 
citizenship in the South and nation, and the Negro wants to enjoy the full exercise of this 
citizenship, no more and no less,” he told the room. Hancock invited the element of white 
Southerners who desired “a New Deal” for African Americans in the region to join him in 
making this vision a reality, but he stated clearly that black Southerners would construct the 
agenda.60  
 Hancock’s speech set a tone that would follow throughout the day as conference 
attendees met in seven discussion groups oriented around political and civil rights, industry 
and labor, service occupations, education, agriculture, the armed forces, and social welfare 
and health. At the end of the day, the participants came back together to share what each 
group had concluded in the way of major problems and proposed solutions relevant to their 
assigned area. The organizers had asked Fisk University sociologist Charles S. Johnson to 
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serve as the gathering’s scribe and charged him with producing a statement that summarized 
the conference’s findings that could be distributed to the press. Because there was 
insufficient time to reach consensus on a statement before departing Durham, the participants 
appointed an editorial subcommittee to work with Johnson to finalize the statement. The 
subcommittee agreed that time was of the essence and that they would aim to release the 
statement within a matter of weeks. Before the conference adjourned, the participants voted 
to express their outrage at the recent lynching of two teenagers in Shubuta, Mississippi; to 
petition the Senate Judiciary Committee to press forward with the Pepper anti-poll tax bill; 
and to extend their “whole-hearted support” to Shepard’s Fact-Finding Conference, 
scheduled to be held at North Carolina College in April 1943.61 
 Organizers deliberately kept news of that gathering in Durham to a minimum to give 
participants the space to speak freely and to ensure that a single, unified message emerged 
from the conference. Given Young’s role in the planning, his newspaper, the Norfolk Journal 
and Guide, distributed a summary of events complete with two photographs: One depicted 
the finely dressed conference participants standing in front of one of NCC’s stately brick 
buildings, the expressions on their faces suggesting the seriousness of their day’s business. 
The second picture, a posed shot of one of the subcommittees sitting around a conference 
table, suggested the collaboration that went into drafting their portion of the statement.62 
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Black leaders from all over the South had come together to collectively craft an agenda for 
securing full citizenship in the postwar era. The conference planners created a space in which 
leading African Americans could speak freely among themselves and develop a consensus on 
the best path forward. By initiating a new charter for race relations, they challenged the 
existing understanding of “interracial cooperation” held by white Southerners.   
 
The “Durham Manifesto” 
 In the eight weeks between the Southern Conference on Race Relations and the 
release of its findings, journalists from the country’s leading black newspapers speculated on 
how just how far the statement would go. The Chicago Defender suggested that Northern 
African Americans were unhappy with the conference for excluding them and, accordingly, 
predicted “nothing much” would come from the gathering. The Pittsburgh Courier predicted 
the statement’s tone would “appease the reactionary South” and “curve” on the issue of 
segregation. Louis Austin of the Carolina Times wrote, “The very name [Southern 
Conference on Race Relations] smells of deception, intrigue and phariseeism.” Austin 
implied that southern whites had planned the Conference, acting as puppeteers of the black 
attendees, many of whom had their “meal tickets at stake.”63 
 Meanwhile, the members of the editorial subcommittee tried to tune out the noise as 
they charged forward with compiling the various area reports and preparing the conclusions 
to present to the public. The matter of drawing up the prescriptive points from each of the 
area groups did not prove difficult. However, a sticking point emerged regarding what to say 
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about segregation. Of the ten members of the subcommittee, Mays and Horace Mann Bond, 
the presidents of Morehouse and Fort Valley State, respectively, "stood alone" in their 
opinion that the conference statement should call for the abolition of legal segregation, 
particularly in the area of education. Hancock, backed by Young, proposed more measured 
language, denouncing segregation as discriminatory but leaving some room for compromise. 
A choice had to be made between giving additional ammunition to their northern black critics 
or alienating southern white liberals. As the chair of the subcommittee known for his 
diplomatic language, Charles S. Johnson had to make the ultimate decision. Reflecting upon 
this moment some thirty years later, Mays said, "Just as we had to be careful not to doom the 
conference to failure before we were assembled, likewise we had to be careful that we said 
nothing in our document that would give the white South an excuse to back away.”64  
The Durham Statement, released to the press on December 15, 1942, began by 
declaring that the war had “sharpened” race relations, leading to increased “tensions, fears, 
and aggressions,” which had called into question the very doctrine of racial segregation. 
Missing from these wartime discussions, the statement announced, was “common sense 
consideration for even elementary improvements in Negro status.” Declaring themselves 
loyal to the nation and to the war effort, the authors explained that such loyalty should not 
preclude a discussion of necessary changes, including: the abolition of the poll tax and white 
primary; an end to the “wanton killings” of African Americans by white police officers; the 
enactment of state or federal laws against lynching; the equalization of separate provisions on 
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public transportation and “equality of education” for African Americans; equal pay for equal 
work, the right to collective bargaining, and membership in unions for black workers; the 
institution of safeguards for tenant farmers and sharecroppers; and, the full participation of 
black soldiers in all branches and ranks of the armed forces.65 In order to win the war and 
win the peace, the statement declared, these wrongs must be righted.  
The statement distilled the point of contention over which the statement 
subcommittee had labored to a single sentence:  
We are fundamentally opposed to the principle and practice of compulsory 
segregation in our American society, whether of races or classes or creeds, however, 
we regard it as both sensible and timely to address ourselves now to the current 
problems of racial discrimination and neglect, and to ways in which we may co-
operate in the advancement of programs aimed at the sound improvement of race 
relations within the democratic framework.66  
 
Charles Johnson's synthesis of the subcommittee's deliberations reflected the majority of the 
conference participants’ desire to state explicitly their opposition to Jim Crow while 
appealing to their white allies who valued their commitment to cooperation and working to 
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page of the Carolina Times. 
 




tackle racial discrimination through existing institutions, such as community organizations 
and lawmaking bodies at the local, state, and federal level. Certainly a denunciation of 
segregation without caveats and with a demand for an immediate end would have been 
bolder, but for some of the participants, any opposition to segregation represented the most 
direct statement they had made until this point. Although planned under the auspices of 
interracial cooperation, the Durham Conference proved transformative for many of those 
involved. The statement produced by the conference attendees, which has come to be known 
as “The Durham Manifesto,” reflected a shift in several of the conference participants’ 
willingness to speak out in favor of systemic change and make demands of the white South.67  
 Notably, James Shepard’s signature on the conference statement represented his most 
unequivocal, public condemnation of Jim Crow to date. He likely had some reservations 
about the explicit denunciation of segregation as a principle and as a practice. Throughout his 
career, he had simply avoided discussing the issue because many white southern liberals 
regarded it as an “unyieldable point” on which they would not budge. Moreover, the prospect 
of abolishing segregation created uncertainty for the heads of black colleges. They could not 
foresee whether black colleges would survive a world in which African Americans could 
attend any college or university, nor could they foresee to what extent governments would 
continue to provide funding for their institutions. Shepard also believed, as W. E. B. Du Bois 
had professed famously in 1935, that black students needed black schools so long as racial 
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discrimination inhibited their learning in predominantly white classrooms. Shepard acceded, 
however, because of the careful language used in the statement, combined with the 
persuasiveness of fellow black leaders who argued that it was not only possible but necessary 
for black Southerners to denounce segregation in order to move forward and gain support 
from other African Americans.  
If Shepard had accepted the statement’s denunciation of segregation, its 
recommendations regarding African American education bore the stamp of his influence. The 
equalization of black and white teachers’ salaries, increased building improvements for 
African American schools, and equal school term lengths for all children were causes the 
aged president had long championed. Moreover, the statement called for the equalization of 
graduate and professional training in compliance with the Supreme Court’s Gaines decision, 
which Shepard had long used as leverage to get the state to provide equal opportunities for 
African Americans at his institution.68 At the outset of the war, Shepard had used his radio 
addresses to emphasize the urgency with which state officials in North Carolina needed to 
address these inequalities. The education committee’s articulation of what educational 
equality meant punctuated this sense of urgency. Equalization, the conference statement 
directed, went “far beyond the mere expenditure of equivalent funds.” States and, if 
necessary, the federal government must ensure that educational opportunities for all children 
were equal in substance, not just in terms of dollars spent.69  
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Signed by the fifty-nine participants of the conference and twenty-one African 
Americans who added their endorsement via letter or telegram, the Durham Manifesto 
represented a shift in how the black South spoke to the white South. Even Benjamin Mays, 
who had advocated for a stronger condemnation of segregation, recognized that the statement 
as momentous, if imperfect. The conference, according to Mays, marked the first time that 
southern black leaders, as a group, had “spoken their mind” to moderate white Southerners. 
The statement was clear and comprehensive in its agenda, laying out the changes essential to 
address racial inequality in the postwar South. Mays noted that this assertiveness on the part 
of conference participants had “corrected the white South’s myth of the satisfied black 
Southerner.” Making clear that they were, in fact, dissatisfied, black Southerners also 
countered white Southerners’ assertion that their demands for change stemmed from the 
work of northern “radicals” or “agitators.” While the conference participants, particularly the 
older members of the group, remained wary that bold declarations could precipitate a violent 
response, as they had in the aftermath of World War I, they were no longer willing to tread so 
lightly. As historian Raymond Gavins has recognized, the Durham Manifesto revealed that 
black southern leaders were not “mere accommodationists,” as they had been so frequently 
depicted; instead, the statement proved that they were “dead set against the status quo.”70 
While the black leaders present at the conference considered white southern liberals part of 
the solution, they made clear their intention to speak first, direct the agenda, and ask white 
Southerners to listen. 
Leading African Americans from around the country applauded the statement 
produced by the Southern Conference on Race Relations. W. E. B. Du Bois, then a professor 
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at Atlanta University, had declined his invitation to the conference but nevertheless had 
positive things to say. Du Bois called the statement “a pretty good document,” although he 
confessed that he would have “written it a little differently.” Still, he willingly added his 
name to it. Walter White of the NAACP wrote the conference planners to express his support 
for their effort, and Judge William H. Hastie, whom the NAACP had dispatched to litigate 
the Hocutt desegregation case in 1933, said the statement would no doubt provide guidance 
to African Americans throughout the country on “the next steps which must be taken toward 
complete emancipation.” In an article for The Atlantic, Hampton Institute professor J. 
Saunders Redding pointed to the conference statement as evidence of the fact that the tides of 
southern black leadership were changing. Of the statement’s stance on segregation, he said: 
“Ten years ago this declared opposition to custom would have been impossible. Ten or even 
five years ago Negroes did not issue statements on…race policy without first submitting 
them to a group of ‘liberal white friends.’”71 
Northern black newspapers, which had criticized the conference from day one, 
remained relatively quiet once the statement appeared, while black journalists in the South 
were more forthcoming.72 The Atlanta Daily World wrote that the Durham statement was 
“the result of serious study by able and yet conservative Negro leaders, whose sincerity of 
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purpose and racial earnestness can hardly be questioned.” Meanwhile, Chicago-based Claude 
Barnett, the director of the Associated Negro Press, which supplied the majority of black 
newspapers with feature news, called the statement “forceful, sane, practical and realistic.” 
Although Barnett knew the architects of the statement went as far as they could in addressing 
segregation while keeping their white audience on board, he urged Shepard through private 
correspondence to keep fighting against segregation because the continued existence of Jim 
Crow laws would preclude achieving full freedom. “High ground must be taken regardless of 
whether it irks our friends,” Barnett said.73 
The majority of African Americans who criticized the Durham statement did so 
because of its indecisive position on segregation. Historian Carter G. Woodson resuscitated 
earlier critiques of Hancock and Shepard, referring to the members of the Southern 
Conference on Race Relations as “lackeys” for southern white liberals and accusing them of 
“defending segregation, the very antithesis of democracy.”74 Roscoe Dunjee, the editor of the 
Oklahoma City Black Dispatch, charged that the statement’s caution on the question of 
segregation was no longer necessary because the taboo had already been lifted and the 
atmosphere changed. Southern black leaders could speak out against segregation, Dunjee 
said, but they would not because they were “afraid of the specious labels" often attached to 
black and white Southerners who were willing to take a stand.75  
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The planners of the Southern Conference on Race Relations felt pleased with the 
support they received from African American leaders across the country, which continued to 
roll in for several months following the release of the statement. Nevertheless, they also felt 
compelled to respond to critics who had developed a preoccupation with the conference's 
statement on segregation. In an open letter intended for wide distribution, Hancock explained 
that the conference planners had difficulty fulfilling requests for hard copies of the statement, 
of which they had printed 7,000. He accused black critics in the North of being upset that 
black Southerners had "stepped out of their free will and accord and attempted to take things 
in their own hands." For strategic reasons, Hancock emphasized, the conference was limited 
to black Southerners. "We have asked for everything that the Northern Negro could have 
asked for," he said. "If our reference to segregation is the weakest point in the document, we 
certainly have wrought a great work for the cause." Carrying the argument further, Hancock 
pointed the finger at his critics who were all talk and no action. "If I had the formula [to end 
segregation] as many would make us believe they have, I would not wait," Hancock stated.76  
Professor Luther P. Jackson of Virginia State reminded fellow African Americans 
that those present at Durham "detest segregation," but they were willing to take the steps 
necessary to cooperate with white Southerners to make the region more democratic and 
consistent with the ideals for which the United States fought overseas. Tuskegee President 
Frederick Patterson specified that the Durham Conference intended to "meet conditions as 
they exist and to get [white] Southern action for justice toward Negroes." Finally, Benjamin 
Mays reminded readers that if the conference organizers' primary goal was to "stir white 
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Southern leaders," they also remained wary of the violent conditions that confronted black 
soldiers returning from the First World War.77 
The attempts by the architects of the Durham Conference to return focus to their 
comprehensive list of demands and contextualize their position on segregation only partially 
succeeded. Seemingly lost in the debates over segregation were the conference's expression 
of solidarity with the Southern Conference for Human Welfare's campaign to abolish the poll 
tax, the participants' support for collective bargaining rights and biracial labor unions, and the 
conference's inclusion of the comparatively radical Southern Negro Youth Congress in its 
deliberations. If latecomers to the agenda that civil rights and labor organizations had 
advanced for some time, these southern black middle-class leaders nevertheless recognized 
the opportunities that arrived in the midst of wartime. While black Southerners approached 
the issue of segregation cautiously, they forged ahead with a comprehensive campaign to 
challenge white Southerners to support equal rights for all African Americans. Over the next 
several decades, Supreme Court decisions declaring segregation illegal and direct action 
campaigns seeking to bring down Jim Crow would make the Southern Conference on Race 
Relations appear downright tepid, but the statement's scope and tone represented a significant 
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White Southerners Reckon with the Durham Statement  
 After the Durham statement hit the presses in mid-December 1942, Jessie Daniel 
Ames, whose correspondence with Hancock and Young remained a secret, worked to 
assemble her colleagues from the Commission on Interracial Cooperation to respond. By late 
January 1943, she and fellow white Atlantans—ministers, educators, labor leaders, and 
journalists—had prepared a letter inviting several hundred white Southerners to gather in the 
Georgia capital and consider the charter put forth by the black Southerners. They planned to 
meet in February, but a series of roadblocks, ranging from scheduling conflicts to hesitation 
to be associated with an interracial affair, prevented the group from meeting until April.79  
 Such delay gave the Durham conference organizers reason to worry. Would their 
project, which had received encouraging support from leading African Americans, secure a 
sufficiently favorable response from white Southerners liberals to make their agenda for the 
postwar era a reality? Initial reactions to the Durham statement from white liberal journalists 
left them feeling cautiously optimistic. Ralph McGill of the Atlanta Constitution lectured his 
readers that it would be “most unfortunate if the [white] south does not discuss calmly and 
intelligently the basis for interracial co-operation advanced recently by a group of southern 
Negroes.” In comparison to the “ruthless” demands of the northern black press, who were 
willing to “pull the house down” if they did not get all they ask for, McGill labeled the 
architects of the Durham statement “sensible.” He centered his praise for the document was 
centered on its statement about segregation, which he interpreted as an acknowledgement 
from black Southerners that Jim Crow would remain “for a long time to come.”80  
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 The organizers of the Durham conference hoped that other white liberals would join 
McGill in helping Ames steer her group toward an endorsement of their statement. At the 
same time, certain comments made by members of the group tested their patience and 
willingness to compromise. The Durham group was prepared for white Southerners to 
maintain their defense of segregation, which they considered a fundamental aspect of 
southern society, but they hoped their statement might help to inspire some movement away 
from the fever pitch of the status quo.81 At a bare minimum, southern black leaders thought 
the white liberals might suspend their inflammatory attacks on northern “radicals” and 
“agitators,” whom they had cruelly equated with white lynch mobs and demagogues for their 
role in provoking racial violence in the South.  
 In the midst of Ames’ planning for the Atlanta meeting, Virginius Dabney published a 
piece in the Atlantic Monthly that threatened to unhinge the already fragile interracial 
alliance. Titled “Nearer and Nearer the Precipice,” Dabney’s article repeated his now 
hackneyed claim that the South could not be “high-pressured into submission” on the issue of 
segregation and that any attempt to abolish the color line would be met with violence and 
bloodshed. Rather than scale back his warnings against black “agitators,” Dabney ramped 
them up, arguing that the March on Washington Movement and the NAACP were driving the 
country “closer and closer to an interracial explosion.” While he held the South’s Talmadges 
and Dixons responsible for stirring up racial prejudice and encouraging the terrorism of the 
Ku Klux Klan, Dabney apportioned equal blame to African Americans who engaged in 
patently nonviolent efforts to challenge racial inequality. Holding up the Durham Conference 
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on Race Relations as a “long-needed antidote for the inflammatory agitation by Negro 
extremists,” he emphasized that African Americans ought to focus on strategies for 
“evolutionary progress” that avoided upending the existing social order if they wanted to 
avoid a repeat of the violent bloodshed that had followed World War I.82 
 The fact that Dabney had spoken positively about the Durham conference did not stop 
P. B. Young from denouncing his Atlantic article. Young pointed out Dabney’s near 
obsession with the potential for violence and his adamant refusal to recognize the possibility 
in almost every effort by African Americans to find a way out of discrimination and 
inequality.83 It is important to note that Young criticized Dabney in private rather than from 
the pages of the Norfolk Journal and Guide—a vehicle he had used in the past. This was 
likely due to the fact that Young wished to avoid any action that might derail the forthcoming 
Atlanta gathering of white Southerners, and for the same reason, Shepard and Hancock 
refrained from commenting on Dabney’s hyperbolic statements. Dabney’s commentary 
revealed an unwillingness on the part of white Southerners—even those who had been the 
biggest supporters of African American efforts to secure the vote, equal educational 
opportunities, and justice before the courts—to reconsider the effectiveness of the existing 
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interracial alliance or to acknowledge the evils of segregation. The members of the Durham 
conference awaited news from the Atlanta proceedings with these limitations in mind.   
 On April 8, 1943, white educators, journalists, religious figures, and civic organization 
leaders met in Atlanta to consider their response to the Durham statement. Ames had sent out 
553 invitations, but just 113 white Southerners showed. Several factors explain the low 
attendance. Invited industrialists remained loath to engage with labor leaders. Some other 
invitees believed that such a gathering could not take place without representation from the 
governors of southern states, many of whom were inflammatory politicians that the 
conference organizers did not want present. Most of the attendees, who represented ten 
southern states, were members of the Commission and middle-class professionals. After 
Dabney turned down the opportunity, McGill served as chair of the event that Ames bore 
almost sole responsibility for organizing behind the scenes. The attendees spent half a day in 
discussion sessions and, after lunch, they appointed a committee to review a document that 
had been prepared in advance to respond to the Durham statement. Although at least one 
member of the committee made the case for “a stronger endorsement of segregation 
and…denial of social equality,” the more liberal voices of the group prevailed. Led by 
McGill and Ames, they argued that their African American partners in the endeavor would 
simply not agree.84 
 Organizers released the Atlanta Statement to the press immediately, and, over time, 
more than 300 white Southerners added their names to it. Praising the Durham Statement for 
being “so frank and courageous, so free from any suggestion of threat and ultimatum,” the 
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Atlanta Statement began by indicating the signers’ pledge to cooperate in the effort to make 
meaningful improvements in race relations. It acknowledged the existence of racial 
discrimination in the administration of laws and distribution of public resources, specifically 
in areas like education, employment, health care, and criminal justice. These discriminatory 
conditions, which the statement said violated the “spirit of democracy,” were compounded by 
the South’s underdeveloped economy and the fact that African Americans were 
underrepresented—if represented at all—among lawmakers and public officials. Thus, 
change depended on the region’s majority group: white Southerners. The authors emphasized 
that the problem was not with the existence of Jim Crow laws themselves but with the 
discriminatory ways in which officials applied the laws. Echoing a stance taken by Dabney in 
his writings, the statement concluded that a solution to these problems would only be found 
in “evolutionary methods,” not in “ill-founded revolutionary movements which promise 
immediate solutions.”85 
 The Atlanta group’s refusal to entertain a future without segregation, or even 
acknowledge its role in perpetuating second-class citizenship for African Americans, 
confirmed for the Durham group that they had reached an impasse. The white Southerners 
remained unwilling to denounce segregation out of fear that they would be branded “radical,” 
or simply because they benefitted from the dual system that guaranteed their social, 
economic, and political privilege. Indeed, they had excluded from the Atlanta meeting white 
Southerners who questioned segregation. To give the interracial project some chance of 
progressing, Hancock thanked Ames for her leadership and, in public, applauded the 
statement as “courageous.” Privately, Hancock and Young conveyed their disappointment to 
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Dabney. Why could white Southerners not join black Southerners in denouncing the 
principle of segregation while agreeing that its practice could not be ended overnight? 
Dabney responded that some of his white colleagues felt fearful that destroying segregation 
was the “ultimate objective” of the Durham movement, and thus were unwilling to move an 
inch on the question. Young pointedly remarked that the Durham participants had announced 
their fundamental opposition to segregation because of what it stood for: the second-class 
citizenship of African Americans.86 They had added a compromise, indicating their 
willingness to address the discriminatory aspects of segregation gradually and along biracial 
lines, but they stood, nevertheless, against Jim Crow. Dabney and other white Southerners 
had apparently seen only what they wanted to see in the Durham Statement.    
 
“The Unyieldable Point”  
 From the outset, a third, joint meeting had been planned in Richmond, where delegates 
from the Durham and Atlanta conferences would reconcile the two statements and set a path 
forward. Going into this meeting, scheduled to occur in June 1943, both groups faced internal 
challenges. The Durham group had lost its host, James Shepard, who had parted ways with 
Hancock and Young over a disagreement concerning his envisioned Fact-Finding 
Conference. Although the conference attendees in Durham had voted to support Shepard’s 
conference, which had been in the works for nearly a year, Shepard faced continual pressure 
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from Hancock and Young to postpone. The men had reached a proposed compromise in 
which Shepard’s Fact-Finding Conference would serve as a follow-up meeting to the 
Southern Conference on Race Relations, designed to work toward the implementation of the 
conclusions reached at Durham. However, the behind-the-scenes plans for the Atlanta and 
Richmond meetings, limited to a small circle that excluded Shepard, derailed his initiative 
once again. While Shepard’s plans never came to fruition, they suggest that an alternative 
model for postwar planning remained and had received support from several participants of 
the Durham and Atlanta conferences as well as from those excluded from those gatherings. 
 Shepard believed strongly that the postwar problems facing African Americans were 
national in scope, rather than simply regional. Accordingly, following the Durham 
conference, he went to work trying to organize his fact finding conference along these lines. 
Shepard wrote to Charles S. Johnson and Horace Mann Bond, both of whom had been 
present at the Durham meeting and had served on the editorial subcommittee charged with 
crafting the conference’s statement. Johnson and Bond responded with interest to Shepard’s 
proposal to establish “a common ground where Negroes from the North, East, South and 
West can meet and formulate a charter of what we desire and how far we will go to obtain 
those desires.”87  
 Shepard also alerted leading African Americans in the North of his idea. Channing 
Tobias, who worked for the National Council of the YMCA and the Phelps-Stokes Fund in 
New York City, thought Shepard’s proposal “highly desirable” and said it would go a long 
way to correct the suspicion black Northerners had raised in response to the recent all-
southern conference. Additional support for Shepard’s plan came from New York City 
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Councilman and future U.S. Congressman Adam Clayton Powell Jr., whose political 
organization, the People’s Committee, brought together labor, civil rights organizations, and 
the Communist Party to improve the lives of African Americans in Harlem. Although he 
urged Shepard to use “great care” in the selection of participants, Powell thought a wide 
variety of groups should be represented, including “scholars and realists of both conservative 
and ultra-liberal bent.88 Whereas the Durham conference had gone to great lengths to 
distance itself from the March on Washington Movement, Shepard now reached out to A. 
Philip Randolph, asking for his cooperation in bringing about “a better understanding among 
leaders of our group so we can present a ‘solid front.’” Although Shepard made clear he did 
not believe the tactic of civil disobedience adopted by Randolph would bring anything but 
bloodshed in the South, he asked the labor leader to join him in a conference of black 
conservatives, liberals, and radicals in an effort to forge common ground. Randolph agreed 
that the time had come for a “serious discussion to all the programs presented by the various 
schools of thought for the solution of the Negro’s problem.”89 
 Shepard also received support for the fact-finding mission from white liberals. N. C. 
Newbold, the state director of Negro education, applauded Shepard’s efforts to “outline a 
method of procedure and a method of obtaining the rights and privileges which belong to all 
American citizens.” Likewise, Will Alexander, the former head of the CIC, who was now 
working for the War Manpower Commission in Washington, DC and an active member of 
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the Southern Conference for Human Welfare, approved of Shepard’s plan and offered advice. 
John Studebaker, the commissioner of the federal Office of Education, commended 
Shepard’s intra-regional initiative and encouraged them to “help formulate Federal programs 
to bring about the desired end.”90 
 Surprisingly, Dabney, who had blamed northern black “radicals” for the uptick in racial 
violence during wartime, expressed confidence in Shepard’s plan to bring together leading 
African Americans from all over the country for a “joint parley.” Dabney questioned 
Shepard’s ability to get black Northerners to come to the table but said that if he succeeded, it 
would result in “tangible accomplishment.” To assure Dabney and other southern white 
liberals that he did not plan a conference led by New York “radicals,” Shepard stated his 
intentions to bring in African American voices from the North “who have not followed the 
radical leadership and whose influence will largely offset them.”91  
 By January 1943, while Jessie Daniel Ames was in the throes of organizing the Atlanta 
meeting, Shepard announced that his Fact-Finding Conference would be biracial: black and 
white delegates would meet in a joint session to parse the facts gathered and devise solutions 
to the racial problems that the war had helped to expose. This goal was complicated by the 
fact that, with the exception of southern white liberals like Dabney, the individuals Shepard 
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had reached out to all agreed that his conference must tackle the thorny issue of segregation. 
Alexander urged Shepard to develop a strategy for dealing with the “difficult and 
controversial question” so as to avoid degenerating into “hot words and controversy.” 
Nevertheless, he stated that the white South must face segregation and encouraged Shepard 
to focus his discussion on “methods by which the situation can be changed,” allowing no 
room for arguments as to segregation’s merits. Claude Barnett warned Shepard that he would 
have difficulty leading a discussion on segregation in mixed company, given that the 
controversy surrounding Shepard’s letter to President Roosevelt the previous summer meant 
that some black Northerners considered him spineless in the presence of white Southerners. It 
seemed as though Shepard could either have a gathering that reached across geographical and 
racial lines or he could have a meeting of a more homogenous group that faced the issue of 
segregation head on, but he could not have both. Recognizing this conundrum, Charles 
Johnson told Shepard that any effort to forge common ground in a diverse gathering would 
face an uphill battle due to “the unyieldable point.”92 
 A lack of transparency between Shepard and his fellow Durham Conference organizers 
also posed a problem. Using the label “fact-finding conference,” Shepard had given Hancock 
and Young the impression that his gathering would involve research and analysis of the 
discriminatory conditions facing African Americans in many areas of life. These facts, once 
compiled, would breathe life into the Durham Statement, forming the basis for conference 
participants and their white southern audience to propose policy reforms. In other words, 
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Shepard’s conference would guide the process of implementing of the Durham Manifesto.93 
In the course of consulting various players, however, Shepard had decided that missing from 
his conference proposal was a strong statement, or platform, laying out the changes expected 
by African Americans in the postwar period. Shepard saw this as distinct from that produced 
by the Durham Manifesto because it would take a national rather than sectional approach 
toward addressing racial discrimination. Upon learning of Shepard’s plans to produce another 
statement, Hancock and Young panicked and convinced themselves that Shepard’s efforts 
would be viewed as an alternative to the Durham Manifesto and thus diminish the 
effectiveness of the Atlanta and Richmond meetings. At the same time, Shepard remained 
entirely unaware that a meeting of white Southerners had been scheduled to consider the 
Durham Statement or that a collaborative meeting of black and white Southerners was slated 
to take place in its aftermath.94 
 In the weeks leading up to the Atlanta meeting, Hancock and Young pressured Shepard 
to postpone his fact-finding conference. Young, in particular, took Shepard to task for 
implying that the Durham Statement did not go far enough. Producing a statement on which 
all signatories could agree represented a tall order for a group of black Southerners; 
producing one that reflected the concerns of African Americans from around the country 
would prove nothing short of a miracle, Young said. Pointing out that northern black leaders 
had held off thus far in critiquing the Durham Statement, Young warned Shepard against 
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giving them an opening: “I certainly hope that you, of all men, will not afford them a vehicle 
for so doing.” Hancock emphasized to Shepard that it would simply confuse white 
Southerners to have a key member of the Durham conference holding a separate event. “We 
want to maintain a solid front….and give our southern white brethren and sisters a chance to 
meet the challenge,” he explained.95 Shepard responded promptly, apologizing for giving the 
impression that he was in conflict with the Durham movement, and agreed to postpone his 
Fact-Finding Conference until white Southerners had had a chance to meet and respond to 
the Durham Statement.96 
 Frustrated at the requested postponement by those he considered friends and 
colleagues, Shepard steadily withdrew from the Southern Conference on Race Relations. In 
the wake of the Atlanta meeting, he sent a message to Hancock and Young indicating that 
while he thought the statement produced by white Southerners was certainly a step forward, 
he opposed its attempt to justify segregation. Of course, Hancock and Young shared his 
objections over the white Southerners’ refusal to question Jim Crow, but they did not 
appreciate Shepard’s taking advantage of the situation to reiterate that an all-southern effort 
was insufficient: “I do not believe that there should be any line drawn between Negroes in 
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other sections,” Shepard argued. “I believe that a Statement can be worked out which would 
be applicable to every section of the country.”97 
 To combat the perception that a divide existed among southern black leaders, Hancock 
and Young asked Shepard to serve as a member of the Collaboration Committee that would 
meet at Richmond. Shepard declined, preferring to focus on developing an agenda for his 
Fact-Finding Conference in October. Working primarily with Howard University historian 
and leading black intellectual Rayford Logan, Shepard envisioned a meeting that looked 
quite different from the Durham-Atlanta-Richmond affair.98 The agenda drafted by Logan 
was academic in nature. It proposed to review the research being done on African American 
communities as well as people of African descent around the globe, focusing on the problems 
they faced during the war and would face in the postwar period. With these facts in mind, the 
conference proposed to prepare a publication for government officials in Washington that 
would “indicate the extent of our interest in post-war problems and the means by which the 
conditions under which…millions of Negroes now live.” The proposed agenda included a 
series of panels, and the conference would be integrated. There would be presentations from 
prominent African American intellectuals, such as W. E. B. Du Bois, Carter G. Woodson, E. 
Franklin Frazier, Charles S. Johnson, Abram L. Harris, and Ira de. A. Reid; white academics 
with an interest in race relations, including Frank Porter Graham, Howard Odum, and 
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Caroline Ware; and black and white public servants such as William H. Hastie, Campbell C. 
Johnson, and John W. Studebaker.99  
 In their correspondence back and forth, Shepard and Logan resolved to exclude 
representatives of “pressure groups” so as to create an atmosphere favorable to all individuals 
in attendance regardless of race or region. At the same time, Logan encouraged Shepard to 
place a priority on highlighting the work of black intellectuals rather than pleasing the white 
people in attendance. “With careful, objective research,” Logan said, the Fact-Finding 
Conference held “greater promise” than any other effort aimed at providing the American 
government and people with the information they needed to address the needs of African 
Americans in the postwar era.100  
 Yet the “promise” of Shepard’s vision never became a reality.101 Once again, Hancock 
and Young would ask Shepard to put his efforts on hold as they gave the collaboration 
committee’s meeting in Richmond a chance to succeed. The extent to which Shepard’s 
conference would have accomplished its goals remains unknown; likewise, there is little 
evidence to suggest how the conference proceedings would have handled the issue of 
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The Debacle at Richmond and the Formation of the Southern Regional Council 
 As Ames, Hancock, and Young prepared for a joint meeting at Richmond, several signs 
suggested that stagnation, rather than limited progress, lay ahead. Aware of the African 
American delegates’ displeasure with the Atlanta meeting’s failure to address segregation 
meaningfully, McGill, who had presided in Atlanta, bowed out. Despite the fact that the 
Richmond meeting would occur on his home turf, Dabney also declined the invitation to 
chair, leaving Ames in the lurch. She was wary of ceding leadership to the southern white 
liberals allied with Howard Odum, because they wanted to abandon the Commission entirely 
in favor of an organization that focused on economic issues and southern regional 
development. For all the hard work Ames had put into the Atlanta and Richmond meetings, 
no one considered her for the role of chairperson, nor did she consider herself due to the 
clerical role she had been assigned within the Commission and prevailing gendered notions 
of leadership. Ames therefore decided it would be best if Hancock and Young took charge, 
with the latter acting as chair and the former as keynote speaker.  
 The white delegates from the Atlanta meeting largely failed to carry on to Richmond; 
37 of 113 Atlanta participants had been selected to serve as representatives to the joint 
conference, but a mere 17 agreed to take part. Meanwhile, the black representatives from the 
Durham meeting showed up in strong numbers, with 33 of 37 invitees attending.102 Hancock 
had not held back in drumming up support for the event among his colleagues: “You must 
not miss this important meeting,” he wrote. “The historians of the future will mention it with 
an amazement mingled with admiration for the whites and Negroes who have come through 
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seventy years of struggle to grips with a situation in the only way it can be successfully 
met—as co-partners in a great enterprise.” To signal the dawning of a new era, Hancock had 
suggested to Ames that the Richmond meeting seek a venue that permitted integrated seating. 
They settled on a historic black church, but on the day of the event, the delegates opted to sit 
apart, with the delegation from Durham on one side and the delegation from Atlanta on the 
other. Committed to continuing forward with the Durham Manifesto, Hancock delivered a 
keynote address that spoke directly to the Atlanta statement’s shortcomings. He explained 
that African Americans were tired of “counseling patience” and waiting on “evolution.” 
What the situation needed was “a more advanced policy of the white South toward its 
Negroes.”103 If there was a time for black Southerners to state their position very clearly, 
Hancock thought, it was now or never. 
   Atlanta pastor Dr. M. Ashby Jones, a long-standing white member of the 
Commission, stood up immediately following Hancock’s speech and accused him of “going 
too far.” Indeed, Hancock had preempted this response, stating in his address that just as 
white Southerners feared too much too soon, black Southerners sensed the peril of “going too 
slow.” Jones’ eruption, which prompted shouting back-and-forth among several conference 
participants, symbolized the tension gradually building since the release of the Durham 
statement.104 For black participants, the white pastor’s outburst definitively demonstrated the 
limits of trying to work with the South’s most racially liberal white people. As much as the 
architects of the Durham statement had tried to meet their white colleagues halfway, they 
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could not and would not countenance gradualism as the preferred path to any substantive 
changes. The “unyieldable point,” which Shepard’s colleagues had warned would plague his 
Fact-Finding Conference, had now caused the Richmond effort to descend into chaos. 
 Sensing an opportunity to promote his own agenda, University of North Carolina 
sociologist Howard Odum broke the tension in the church. He urged the whites in attendance 
to be open to the proposals coming out of Durham and suggested that the entire group start 
afresh by launching a new organization, one focused on southern regional development. 
Scrapping the Commission was actually part of a long-standing agenda for Odum and other 
white liberals who no longer judged the organization productive. Ames was also aware that 
the time had come for something new, but objected to the way that Odum had 
opportunistically seized the moment and taken the reins; she sensed that she would not have 
a place in Odum’s pet project.105 The African Americans in attendance at Richmond, tired of 
these reactionary tirades from white Southerners, were relieved, if also surprised, that 
someone had stepped in to shut Jones down. Odum’s proposal did not promise anything 
concrete, but Hancock and others thought it might offer a clean slate onto which they could 
draw a new model of leadership wherein black Southerners played an equal role.  
 In an effort to escape the tension in the room, the participants at Richmond hurriedly 
drafted a statement that did little other than to direct a “continuing committee” to take 
“affirmative action” on the various problems facing African Americans in the postwar South 
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highlighted by the Durham statement. The Richmond statement offered a marked 
improvement on the Atlanta statement in that it at least borrowed the language of Durham, 
acknowledging that wartime questioning of racial segregation and the lack of equal rights in 
a democracy had threatened to block even “common sense consideration for even elementary 
improvements in Negro status.” Still, it stopped short of denouncing the principle of Jim 
Crow segregation. Curiously, only eight signatories, four African American and four white 
participants, appeared in the printed version of the Richmond statement.106 Noticeably absent 
were the signatures of Hancock, Young, or Ames, who had led the interracial project since its 
inception.  
 The appointed “continuing committee” resolved to meet in Atlanta at the beginning of 
August to hammer out their steps forward in the form of a new organization. Measured 
against what would have otherwise ended up a “dismal failure,” in Hancock’s words, the 
African American participants in the Richmond meeting felt cautiously optimistic about 
Odum’s proposal. The members of the Southern Conference on Race Relations refused to 
retreat from the stance they had taken at Durham, and they made clear that they simply 
would not tolerate the likes of Ashby Jones. As Young wrote to Hancock, “I don’t think they 
[white southern liberals] ought to go on without knowing…that this sort of thing is no longer 
acceptable.” Hancock, in turn, conveyed his group’s reservations to Ames and informed her 
that they planned to give Odum’s proposal a try, believing more hope existed in a new 
organization than in the status quo.107 Thus ended the covert, cooperative endeavor that had 
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allied Hancock and Ames for more than a year. Ames was clearly frustrated by Hancock’s 
departure and angry that Odum had coopted the conferences that she had had a lead role in 
organizing. But she also confessed to Virginius Dabney that if the Durham group was not 
willing to give the Commission a chance, then little could be done. Odum and his cohort 
made no place for Ames in their new project; indeed, they largely failed to recognize her 
efforts as paving the way for its existence.108 Hancock, however, lauded the “interested white 
Southerner” for her “wondrous work” to “save your beloved South from…the fate of race 
prejudice,” even as he explained that his group could no longer find answers through her 
Commission.109 
 Odum’s vision emerged in follow-up meetings held in August and November, with the 
Southern Regional Council (SRC) officially replacing the Commission on Interracial 
Cooperation by January 1944. Signaling a major shift toward biracial leadership, the SRC 
announced that Odum and Charles S. Johnson, who had coordinated the writing of the 
Durham Statement, would initially act as co-chairs.110 Despite these visible changes in 
leadership, the SRC looked very similar to its organizational predecessor. The Council 
pledged to focus on “economic, civic and racial conditions in the South,” and to commit to 
“realistic accomplishments rather than mere words,” but, tellingly, it refused to take a 
position on segregation, a fact that signaled it merely poured old wine into new bottles. The 
SRC combined the participants of the Durham, Atlanta, and Richmond conferences with the 
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membership lists of the Commission. Thus, there were many in the Council who subscribed 
to the philosophy that to denounce segregation was to invite violence and bloodshed.111 Once 
again, the Durham conference participants found themselves in a curious position. They had 
achieved something in the way of biracial cooperation; they held leadership positions in a 
new organization created in response to the pressure they had placed on white Southerners. 
But those same whites still expected them to wait patiently for others to come to the 
realization that segregation could not be part of the equation going forward, and thereby 
giving the new organization a chance to succeed. 
 In the postwar years, the SRC supported unobstructed voting rights, equal education, 
and a fair criminal justice system—indeed, many of the agenda items listed in the Durham 
Manifesto. It even conducted studies on the harms of Jim Crow laws. Nevertheless, the 
Council refused to take a stand against segregation despite facing public criticism and 
multiple proposals from its African American members to adopt the Durham Statement’s 
pragmatic rhetoric on the question. Only in 1951, when the United States Supreme Court 
heard arguments in Briggs v. Elliott, the first of five cases that eventually folded into the 
Brown v. Board ruling, would the Council move to call for an end to Jim Crow.112  
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 African Americans who stayed on as members found other outlets for denouncing 
segregation. In an act that received much attention from southern white liberals, Frederick 
Patterson and Gordon Hancock contributed essays to a volume edited by Rayford Logan and 
published by the University of North Carolina Press, entitled What the Negro Wants. 
Patterson and Hancock joined twelve other prominent black intellectuals, ranging from the 
most conservative to the most militant. Despite the spectrum of opinion, the essays 
demonstrated that black leaders had reached a definitive consensus on segregation: Jim Crow 
had to go. Patterson declared, “The more conservative element of Negroes differ from those 
who hold the most radical views in opposition to segregation only in terms of time and 
technique…all Negroes must condemn any form of segregation based on race, creed or color 
anywhere in our nation.” Similarly, Hancock’s essay concluded, “It must never be forgotten 
that spreading segregation in its ultimate implications means the extermination of the 
Negro.” Such declarations from African Americans who white Southerners thought of as 
“cooperative” and “reliable” surprised the press and prompted editor William T. Couch to 
add a “publisher’s introduction,” explaining that the views expressed within were not his 
own.113 
 While he remained a defender of the Southern Regional Council in spite of its flaws, 
Hancock lamented the organization’s inertia. White Southerners had been afforded ample 
opportunity to move forward, but they did so inch by inch. Moreover, some simply refused to 
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change, becoming more conservative as the years passed. In 1948, Dabney wrote an editorial 
taking apart President Harry Truman’s civil rights platform. Hancock, whose frustration 
reached new heights in the postwar years, fired off a letter to Dabney calling out white 
Southerners for critiquing federal protections for African Americans while offering nothing 
in return. It was increasingly apparent that white liberals’ “fine gestures” meant little if they 
were determined to “eternalize the subjugation and domination of the Negroes,” Hancock 
wrote. Dabney’s criticism of the Truman administration gave Hancock an opportunity to 
voice his true feelings toward the white Southerners who stood in the way of the Southern 
Regional Council’s evolution. Hancock lamented that its inaction made him and his 
associates appear the “dupes” that black Northerners had proclaimed them to be. Taking it all 
to heart, Hancock said, “I put so much in it and when it fails I fail.”114 The professor who had 
worked tirelessly to pull together black and white Southerners in the name of cooperation had 
reached a point in his life where he was no longer willing to compromise on the question of 
Jim Crow, in no small part because white Southerners had failed to fulfill their end of the 
bargain.  
  
The Evolution of a Race Leader and His Legacy  
 James Shepard watched the birth of the Southern Regional Council from a distance. He 
did not envy his colleagues—the black moderate leaders from across the South, most of them 
educators, who had held their inaugural meeting at his institution. He knew well the difficulty 
of their task, as he had been engaged in the work of trying to establish biracial initiatives to 
achieve racial equality in the South for several decades. Even if he shared much in common 
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with the goals of the Council and its proponents, Shepard was too proud to endorse the 
project or attend its meetings. Hancock and Young’s efforts to derail his Fact-Finding 
Conference on more than one occasion had left a bitter taste in his mouth.  
 Following the Richmond debacle and the creation of the Council in its wake, Young 
had asked Shepard to call off the Fact-Finding Conference entirely. “I think if you had been 
present at this conference you would agree with the rest of us that the thing to do now is to 
give the machinery…an opportunity to function,” Young wrote. Hoping to ensure that 
Shepard put his desire for a national conference to rest, Young reminded Shepard, “You have 
stood in North Carolina and in the South for working out problems affecting the Negro with 
those in political and social control in the South. I have the feeling that you want to be 
consistent.” Although Young suggested Shepard could play a role in the “continuing 
committee” work that would lead to the establishment of the Council, Shepard remained 
uninterested. Still, he obliged Young’s request to postpone the Fact-Finding Conference 
indefinitely, and throughout the month of July, Shepard contacted the various interested 
parties, informing them of the meeting’s cancellation.115 
 Shepard’s efforts to hold a national conference involving black and white Americans 
across the political spectrum reflected his desire to feel relevant as well as his belief that 
racial discrimination was not solely a southern problem. If his name were associated with a 
gathering of top African American intellectuals, Shepard would cement himself as a leader of 
the race, despite the fact that some of his southern contemporaries had pushed him aside. 
Now in the final years of his life, Shepard grew concerned with his legacy. His wife, Annie 
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Day Shepard, had been bedridden with illness off and on since the fall of 1942.116 Ever 
mindful of the need to care for her and concerned about how much time he had left himself, 
Shepard focused on the search for his successor. Having built North Carolina College from 
the ground up, he wanted to have a hand in choosing his replacement. Shepard had a few 
individuals in mind, particularly men he had mentored while on the faculty at the institution. 
At the top of the list was Alfonso Elder, who had left NCC to become the Dean of Education 
at Atlanta University. But Shepard also had an eye on some of his younger colleagues from 
the Durham Conference, namely Rufus Clement, then serving as president of Atlanta 
University, Benjamin Mays, president at Morehouse College, and Horace Mann Bond, the 
youthful president of Fort Valley State in Georgia.117  
 Shepard also spent his final years working to put some finishing touches on his school, 
which would make it a full-fledged university that would endure for future generations. The 
law school, still in its early years, struggled with enrollment, prompting Shepard to consider 
entering into a cooperative agreement with other African American institutions in the region 
to create “hubs” for graduate and professional education. Despite its weak legal 
underpinnings, this proposal had strong support from state education officials and southern 
governors, given its potential of helping southern states ward off the threat of desegregation. 
Of course, Shepard envisioned NCC playing a central role; students from neighboring 
                                                
116 On Mrs. Shepard’s illness, see letters between Shepard and Claude Barnett, December 1942, Folder 4-5, 
Series 1, FFC. See also Alice J. Fisher to Shepard, 28 July 1942 and Shepard to Alice Fisher, 21 November 
1942, both in Folder 39, Series 1, SP. 
 
117 Shepard to Newbold, 22 October 1942, Newbold to Shepard, 26 October 1942, both in Folder 123, Series 1, 
SP; Charles S. Johnson to Shepard, 10 March 1943, Folder 15, Series 1, FFC; Edgar W. Knight to McCuistion, 
12 December 1947, Folder 1035, Box 114, Series 1.1, GEB. 
 
289 
Tennessee and Virginia might take advantage of the new facilities that he had struggled to 
bring into existence.118  
 By the 1944-1945 school year, Shepard could claim several victories. With the 
assistance of private donations, he had acquired a library for the law school. Meanwhile, the 
library science program had earned accreditation from the Southern Association for Colleges 
and Secondary Schools and was so successful that it had to reject many applicants. In 1945, 
Shepard also secured approval from the state to launch a graduate program in public health. 
With each new program, however, he wrestled with the question of how North Carolina 
College could compete with other black institutions as well as predominantly white 
universities in the North that admitted applicants regardless of race.119 Certainly, African 
Americans had a right to a quality education in their home state, but the idea of migrating to 
attend one of the nation’s top universities had a certain appeal when Jim Crow segregation 
and white supremacy maintained their hold on the South.  
 Despite the impressive course he was charting in institutional growth, Shepard faced 
challenges to his identity as a leader of his race. The Southern Conference on Race Relations 
had revealed to Shepard that, on a regional level, he no longer possessed the influence that he 
once had. As his cohort of black educational leaders organized the South to meet the crisis in 
race relations provoked by the war, Hancock and Young emerged as leaders. Even among the 
“conservative” group, Shepard did not occupy the helm. As a case in point, he was not 
included among the authors chosen to contribute essays to the volume, What the Negro 
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Wants. Editor Rayford Logan had overlooked Shepard in favor of more recognizable names 
like Hancock and Patterson, despite the fact that Logan and Shepard were collaborating on 
the fact-finding agenda at the very same time. Had it not been for his conversations with 
Logan, Claude Barnett, and others, Shepard’s vision for his Fact-Finding Conference would 
have remained rooted in the events he had organized in the late 1920s and early 1930s, when 
he was in his prime. Although Shepard had the ear of black leaders in the North, who 
supported his plans to host a national conference, his optimism in the affair reveals that he 
was likely naive to the vehemence with which a portion of his audience intended to dismantle 
segregation. It is unlikely that any amount of refereeing by Shepard could have forged 
common ground among the black and white participants on the question of segregation. It is 
more likely that, like the Southern Regional Council, the Fact-Finding Conference would 
have left the issue alone.  
 As his fellow black Southerners reached a consensus position on segregation, Shepard 
struggled to articulate his own point of view. He endorsed the Durham Manifesto, and, in 
private correspondence, he implied that he abhorred segregation for its place at the root of 
racial discrimination. His frequent letter writing also allowed him to keep a finger on the 
pulse of opinion among fellow black leaders and intellectuals. But he remained deeply 
conflicted about what should be done. For Shepard, the founder of a profitable black business 
that had earned Durham its moniker, “the capital of the black middle class,” and a pioneer 
among black educators, having established the South’s first state-funded liberal arts college 
for African Americans, the prospect of dismantling segregation carried with it an 
uncomfortable uncertainty. What would these institutions look like in a desegregated South? 
Similarly, Shepard was paralyzed by the fear that white supremacists would revolt violently 
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to defend Jim Crow, as they had done in the past. Many of his colleagues from the Durham 
group had found a way to function beyond the fear, seeing backlash as an inevitable part of 
their march forward. These same colleagues tried to refashion the rusty Commission on 
Interracial Cooperation into a new, productive machine through which they would work as 
leaders alongside white Southerners to equalize opportunities across racial lines and 
guarantee the rights of African Americans. Through the Southern Conference on Race 
Relations, Shepard’s contemporaries had amassed strength in numbers to speak out against 
segregation and attempt to force southern white liberals to tackle the “unyieldable point.” 
Their mobilization put pressure on Shepard to reexamine his own position. 
 In his final years, Shepard wrestled with his stance on segregation in his writings, 
speeches, and radio addresses. In an unpublished piece, Shepard suggested that for “a 
program of racial improvement” to be “workable,” it must lay out both ultimate and 
immediate goals, and it must be realistic. After several pages spent discussing present and 
future goals in the areas of industry, education, and politics, Shepard arrived at what others 
had framed as the chief impediment to progress. Segregation, he wrote, was “responsible for 
much of the tension between the races. Segregation is expensive, undemocratic, and leads 
ultimately to discrimination.” But any solution to the problem of segregation, Shepard 
warned, must be “realistic.” Parroting the stance of his contemporaries on the Southern 
Regional Council, he directed, “We will set up ultimate and immediate goals, and work out 
programs of living and working together which while they will not violently disrupt certain 
long established social procedure will provide opportunity for the Negro to work, to be 
educated, and to live under conditions that are conducive to growth and to the maintenance of 
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self-respect.” Shepard called this a “middle road” approach, which he believed would allow 
those who held differing opinions on the matter to reconcile and formulate a path forward.120  
 His paradoxical position in the public education system—an agent of the state, but a 
state that considered him a second-class citizen—influenced Shepard’s reluctance to act more 
boldly. He had often scripted his speeches to court the favor of state officials who had 
decision-making power over his institution, and he had difficulty breaking this pattern even 
in his later years. That his message often differed depending on audience emerged in two 
speaking engagements he had in the spring of 1944. In February, Shepard was invited to take 
part in “America’s Town Meeting of the Air,” a radio debate program aired over major 
national networks. The episode, “Let’s Face the Race Question,” featured Shepard alongside 
writers John Temple Graves, Carey McWilliams, and Langston Hughes. Asked to consider 
whether the federal government or state and local governments would best solve the “race 
problem,” Shepard took the position that with North Carolina as a model, states were in the 
best position to address the needs of African Americans. The federal government, could pass 
laws protecting rights, he said, but unless local populations—particularly in the South—
adhered to the federal rule of law, there were no guarantees that such orders would be 
enforced. As evidence of state-level progress, Shepard pointed to North Carolina’s increased 
funding for public education during the war, its plan to equalize teachers’ salaries, and its 
comparatively high rates of voting among African Americans. Falling into an old pattern, 
Shepard used talking points and statistics gleaned from North Carolina’s top education 
official, N. C. Newbold, whom he felt compelled to contact regarding the public appearance. 
During the question and answer period, Shepard kept answers brief, to the point, and avoided 
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any discussion of segregation. Meanwhile, both McWilliams and Hughes spoke of the need 
to end Jim Crow.121 For his arguments delivered in favor of North Carolina’s ability to 
address the “race question,” Shepard once more faced criticism in a northern black paper, 
which labeled him “Minister of Apology in the Department of Propaganda for the Southern 
States and Their Sympathizers Who Believe in Racial Discrimination Predicated on the Legal 
and Systematic Repression of Negroes.”122 
 Just a few weeks later, Shepard was much more forthcoming in an address to the North 
Carolina Council of Churches, an organization that had recently invited black churches to 
become full members.123 Laying out the respective tasks of black and white North 
Carolinians in postwar society, Shepard emphasized, “All efforts to extend segregation in the 
use of public facilities [must] be outlawed, and in those areas where the policy of ‘separate 
but equal’ accommodations continues, the equality of accommodations should be assured.” 
Shepard’s speech contained his usual promotion of North Carolina as exceptional among 
southern states for its “civilized and Christian community.” But uncharacteristically, Shepard 
used the speech to state unequivocally his stance that segregation was, at its roots, 
discrimination: “The greatest evil of segregation is not that it sets the Negro in one part of 
town, in one compartment of the bus, or in ill-kept and poorly equipped railway coaches—
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though these evils are enough. The greatest evil of the system is segregating as African one 
who is truly American; it is discrimination in work opportunities and unequal compensation 
for equal work; it is the discrimination which denies the Negro equal educational opportunity 
and then imposes upon him unequal compensation after.”124 
 Despite speeches like these, in which he felt as though he could speak more frankly 
about the color line, Shepard’s public utterances had earned him a reputation among 
members of his own race as an apologist for white southern segregationists. The aging 
college president had learned to live with such criticism in exchange for additional programs 
and increased appropriations for his institution. At the same time, Shepard’s efforts to call a 
Fact-Finding Conference during the war years reveal that he desperately wanted recognition 
for his contributions to African American progress alongside race intellectuals, organizers, 
and politicians. His desire to burnish his image as an unfettered leader of the race stood at 
odds with his drive to grow North Carolina College, which required he promote a vision of 
race relations that was consistent with that held by white state officials. As Shepard had 
begun to realize by the war’s end, a new model of southern black leadership had begun to 
eclipse his own. The efforts of some Durham conference participants to press the Southern 
Regional Council to denounce segregation provided a case in point. Nevertheless, Shepard’s 
participation in the Southern Conference on Race Relations had challenged him to reexamine 
his politics and experiment with bolder rhetoric. Indeed, for Shepard and other more 
conservative black Southerners, the war had served as a point of mobilization, even if many 
expressed it in small and subtle ways. 
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 If fellow African Americans considered Shepard’s views outdated and overly cautious 
on a number of political questions, they recognized his expertise in the field of public 
education. As Charles Johnson told him, “No one can approach you…in the skill of 
persuading a State Legislature that they should expend more money and erect finer and more 
substantial buildings for the purposes of Negro education.” Johnson’s words suggest that in 
his quest to leave a parting legacy, Shepard succeeded admirably. His school was among the 
most academically rigorous black colleges in the country. Shepard had struggled to keep the 
institution afloat in its early years, and he had to work for every dollar eked out of state 
coffers or the pockets of northern philanthropists, but in the course of his career the campus 
grew “from two frame buildings…to a plant valued at five million dollars.”125 In 1947, the 
state legislature renamed North Carolina College for Negroes as North Carolina College at 
Durham, leaving the institution, now free of its racial designation at least in name, to stand 
tall as a monument to its founder.  
 The project of building an institution from the ground up took its toll on Shepard. In 
September of 1947, he collapsed in his office on campus, following a brief illness. Despite 
his doctor’s orders to take some leave from his stressful job, Shepard did not know how to 
retire from the institution into which he had poured his life. Moreover, working in his office 
offered a distraction from the sorrow he felt at home, having buried his wife and his mother 
in the span of a few months. On October 6, Shepard suffered a stroke and passed away. Louis 
Austin of the Carolina Times, one of Shepard’s most vehement critics, noted that the skies 
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over Durham had wept with showers to mourn the passing of a “noble man.” In a tribute to 
the founder, North Carolina College professor of history Joseph H. Taylor said, “The 
monument to James E. Shepard is not to be found in Beechwood Cemetery in Durham. 
Rather is it to be found in the firmly planted institution of brick and mortar and faculty and 
students.”126 
 Shepard’s last public appearance was emblematic of his career. Although visibly ill, he 
appeared before the Durham City Council to speak to the all-white body on behalf of his 
community, asking the local officials to place an African American representative on the 
city’s board of education. Shepard believed that having a spokesperson for black schools on 
the school board would hold the governing body accountable for the education of all children 
and help pave the path toward full democracy in city politics. The city council rejected 
Shepard’s proposal, and the board of education would not seat an African American member 
until 1958.127  
 James Shepard passed from the scene as the region he called home was on the cusp of 
change. World War II had helped to expose the failings of American democracy with regard 
to thirteen million of its citizens. The Southern Conference on Race Relations marked the 
beginning of the end of black participants’ willingness to engage in a version of “interracial 
cooperation” that considered them junior partners. Together, the Durham, Atlanta, and 
Richmond conferences produced a new, if imperfect organization in which African 
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Americans gained recognition as leaders. The conferences also revealed that southern white 
liberals who clung to segregation had a diminished influence over the course of race relations 
in the South. Significantly, the wartime conferences challenged conservative black 
Southerners like Shepard and Hancock to reexamine their perspectives on race leadership, 
interracial alliances, and strategies for achieving racial equality that did not require 
dismantling Jim Crow as a central premise.  
 In his later years, Gordon Hancock continued to advocate black self-help and 
cooperation as methods for securing gains for African Americans. Bearing witness to the 
changes of the 1950s, when the NAACP mounted its all-out attack on Jim Crow in the courts 
and a younger generation of black leaders engaged in non-violent direct action protest, 
Hancock was at once optimistic that “separate but equal” would be quashed and concerned 
that white resistance would take a violent form. Shepard did not live long enough to have his 
views tested in the same way. It remains unknown how he would have responded to North 
Carolina College graduates’ successful desegregation of the University of North Carolina’s 
Law School in 1951 or the Brown v. Board decision in 1954. If Hancock managed to bridge 
the generational divide among black southern leaders, Shepard passed at a moment of 
transition. Symbolizing the changing of the guard, the announcement of Shepard’s death 
appeared in the Carolina Times side-by-side the news of Heman Sweatt’s NAACP-backed 
effort to desegregate the law school at the University of Texas—an effort that would 
eventually pave the way for the North Carolina College students.128 
                                                
128 Gavins, The Perils and Prospects of Southern Black Leadership, 162, 168-169; “Nation Mourns the Passing 
of Dr. Shepard,” Carolina Times. 
 
298 
 Coincidentally, Virginia State College’s long-time president John Gandy died on the 
same day as Shepard.129 The passing of these elder statesmen ushered in new leadership over 
state-funded black colleges. Alfonso Elder and Robert P. Daniel, the new presidents of North 
Carolina College and Virginia State, respectively, had to navigate similar institutional 
constraints as their predecessors. Yet they did so in a world in which it was no longer taboo 
to discuss an end to segregation; indeed, the process of desegregation in education was 
underway. 
                                                










“THERE HAS TO BE A METHOD OF OPENING THE DOORS”:  
NORTH CAROLINA COLLEGE STUDENTS’ MOVEMENT TO DESEGREGATE 
THE UNIVERSITY AT CHAPEL HILL, 1949-1951 
 
 
 On a sunny afternoon in late March 1949, a dozen students from North Carolina 
College at Durham picketed outside the General Assembly building in Raleigh to protest the 
inadequate and unequal education they received at their institution’s unaccredited law 
program. Dressed in suits and ties, the young men stood tall, their feet shoulder width apart, 
and held signs bearing messages directed at state legislators. "NCC Law School is Unfit for 
the Study of Law,” one sign read. Another offered evidence of this point, presenting the 
inequality as a comparison between the number of books available in the law library at NCC 
and the number available at the law school reserved for white students in Chapel Hill. The 
students, who represented almost half of those enrolled in the program, were frustrated by the 
slow pace of change enacted by the lawmakers of their supposedly progressive state. One 
student’s sign listed each year the law program had been open, “1940, 1941, 1942…1949,” 
and simply asked, “When?” to demonstrate that the state had ample opportunity to bring the 
school up to the professional standards required by the American Bar Association.1  
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 The picket outside the state capitol was but one moment in the students’ longer struggle 
to secure the same opportunities enjoyed by white law students in North Carolina, including 
access to necessary textbooks, knowledgeable faculty, and an accredited degree, which 
would determine their ability to sit the bar exam and practice law. The students knew from 
first-hand experience that their law school was ill-equipped, but they were inspired to take 
action when they learned of the NAACP’s latest successes in its campaign to put an end to 
racial inequality in education. After applying to the University of North Carolina law school 
to prove that they faced discrimination on account of their race, the students attempted to set 
up meetings with legislators, urging them to commit funds, at the very least, to address the 
inadequacies at the black law school. But the white men in charge of the state budget had 
hardly responded to official requests made by the president of North Carolina College, let 
alone the students who they deemed naive to the political process.2  
 “Efforts to talk to people didn’t prove to any avail,” recalled student protester Floyd 
McKissick, who had returned from World War II ready to fight segregation and enrolled in 
NCC law after participating in the Congress of Racial Equality’s 1947 Journey for 
Reconciliation. McKissick and his peers knew that direct action, unlike attempts at 
negotiation, would generate attention from newspapers and, by extension, white 
powerbrokers. So they decided to picket outside the capitol, and, several months later, they 
initiated a lawsuit to enter the state’s publicly funded law school reserved for white students. 
No longer willing to wait for the state to make gradual improvements and convinced the only 
way to guarantee substantive equality was to strike at the heart of Jim Crow segregation, the 
students rejected the methods practiced by an elder generation of black educational leaders. 
                                                




“Don't Promise Us Any Longer. Do Something Now!” they told the General Assembly. The 
law students at NCC believed that the old model of quiet, conference-room style negotiations 
had failed to deliver: the mere existence of a state law school for African Americans 
provided no evidence of equality. Using a technique that would come to be associated with 
civil rights organizations such as the Southern Christian Leadership Conference and the 
Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, the students launched a protest in the hopes of 
hastening progress. As McKissick said, “There has to be a method of opening the 
doors….Confrontation has to be had and has to be had in public in order to bring about 
change.”3 
 McKissick belonged to a larger team of budding legal scholars and student activists 
that included Harold T. Epps, Robert David Glass, James R. Walker, Jr., Harvey Beech, 
Perry B. Gilliard, James Lassiter, Walter Nivins, Sol Revis, and J. Kenneth Lee. Aided by 
local attorney Conrad Pearson and journalist Louis Austin, nine of these young men served 
as plaintiffs in a drawn-out legal battle that lasted twenty months and succeeded in 
desegregating the University of North Carolina’s School of Law. Pearson and Austin 
represented the common threads that connected McKissick et al. and Thomas Hocutt, who 
had attempted to desegregate UNC’s Pharmacy program in 1933.4 The law students’ case 
benefitted from the wisdom imparted by these key advisers, who had learned lessons from 
their loss in the previous bout. But their case also benefitted from the fact that a great deal 
had changed over the course of sixteen years.   
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 This chapter explores the changed environment at North Carolina College and the shifts 
in political and legal circumstances that explain why McKissick et al. emerged victorious 
where Hocutt once failed. The experience of fighting for freedom overseas only to encounter 
second-class citizenship at home had mobilized and emboldened a new generation of 
students to experiment with new tactics designed to accelerate Jim Crow’s demise. Students 
in the postwar years had more resources at their disposal, including favorable decisions from 
federal courts, as they engaged with a growing movement for black freedom. The state and 
local branches of the NAACP, which had undergone reorganization and a membership surge 
after the war, provided guidance in the form of both legal counsel and financial support. The 
lawyers working with the state branch also connected the students to the NAACP’s national 
strategy for conquering segregation in education, which had begun to shift from pursuing 
equalization as a means of securing equal educational opportunities to demanding full-scale 
desegregation and nothing less. Law students at NCC followed with interest the cases of 
student plaintiffs engaged in NAACP-backed lawsuits against public universities in other 
southern states. Each victory in the courtroom and each chip in the doctrine of “separate but 
equal” strengthened their resolve to carry on. 
 Whereas NCC President James Shepard had actively obstructed Hocutt’s efforts to sue 
the University, the case brought forth by the law students was largely uninhibited by Alfonso 
Elder, who succeeded Shepard in January 1948. This changing of the guard transformed the 
campus from an environment characterized by strict discipline and surveillance to one that 
encouraged democratic participation and recognized students’ obligations as both scholars 
and citizens. Shepard as a member of the founding generation and Elder as a mediator of the 
movement faced similar constraints but a different set of political circumstances. They shared 
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the need to practice brick-and-mortar politics in order to broker precious resources for the 
institution from state lawmakers, who had long neglected education for African Americans.5 
White state officials pressured Elder, as they had Shepard, to keep a watchful eye on the 
student body, particularly when it came to instances of “agitation” like the students’ capitol 
picket, which the officials deemed “reprehensible.”6 But the characteristics of the 
relationship between white officials and black administrators had also changed. Although 
white officials had no intention of surrendering without a fight, the looming threat of a 
successful NAACP-backed lawsuit in North Carolina meant that Elder had more room to 
maneuver. State appropriations during Elder’s administration did not come close to rectifying 
the decades of disparate funding for black and white institutions, but money from the 
legislature flowed more freely as officials relied on NCC to provide a bulwark against 
integration.  
 The challenges Elder faced as president also differed as he navigated uncharted 
territory for black administrators in which black colleges were no longer the only space 
available to educate black youth in the South. Having witnessed the same course of events 
that had mobilized the students to protest at the state legislature, Elder had sympathy for their 
cause. He believed underfunded and underdeveloped black colleges did not fully serve 
African Americans, but he knew these institutions were essential so long as they had 
responsibility for serving the vast majority of the race in higher education. The persistence 
and energy of activists within the NCC student body forced Elder to reconsider the caution 
and deference with which he had been trained to approach the white state officials who held 
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power over his institution. By the mid-1950s he emerged as a quiet but clear supporter of 
school desegregation while, at the same time, leading an institution that stood as a reminder 
of the state’s investment in the idea of “separate but equal.” By 1960, he lauded student 
protesters who launched the sit-in movement and refused to stand in the way of their efforts 
to end Jim Crow at Durham’s lunch counters.  
 
The History of the Law Program  
 
 The law program at North Carolina College, which welcomed its first student in the fall 
of 1940, arose out of the persistent lobbying efforts of founding President James Shepard, 
who desired his institution to become a full-fledged university, and the action of a state 
legislature, which was desperate to preserve segregation and ward off NAACP-backed 
lawsuits. Shepard understood the state’s position and he used legal challenges against the 
state’s separate and unequal schools to his advantage. While Thomas Hocutt’s 1933 case 
against UNC’s pharmacy program was ongoing, Shepard and his business partner C. C. 
Spaulding called upon State Director of Negro Education N. C. Newbold to use his influence 
to get the state legislature to appropriate funds for graduate and professional education at 
NCC. This was the only way to avoid further litigation, they warned. Once it became clear 
that Hocutt would lose his case against the University, state officials saw no reason to 
establish graduate and professional opportunities for African Americans within the state. 
Newbold, one of the state’s strongest proponents of black education, felt no sense of urgency 
to press forward, particularly amid an economic depression. Moreover, in the early 1930s, he 
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doubted that a significant number of African Americans sought graduate and professional 
degrees to justify the programs.7 
 But Shepard continued his campaign. Additional litigation by the NAACP and attempts 
by black students to enter Chapel Hill provided him with further leverage. In December 
1938, the NAACP won a significant victory before the Supreme Court in Gaines v. Canada, 
which dictated that the state of Missouri allow black and white students to attend the same 
institution if no separate institution existed for black students in the state. Shepard took 
advantage of the moment, telling the governor directly that his school stood ready to develop 
programs to meet the educational needs of black North Carolinians. Support for this proposal 
also arrived from University of North Carolina President Frank Porter Graham, who 
informed the governor that in the wake of Gaines the state must either offer graduate and 
professional instruction at its existing black colleges in Greensboro and Durham or admit 
black students to the university at Chapel Hill. Additional litigation filed across the region 
signaled to lawmakers that it was only a matter of time before North Carolina became a legal 
target again. Pauli Murray’s 1938 attempt to enter UNC’s graduate program in sociology 
offered a case in point, and the state’s white officials only averted a crisis due to the 
NAACP’s decision not to pursue Murray’s case.8 
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 In March 1939, just months after the Gaines ruling, the North Carolina General 
Assembly authorized North Carolina College to begin offering graduate instruction in the 
liberal arts and professions and the A&T College in Greensboro to do the same for 
agriculture and technology. To meet the needs of students who desired to pursue graduate 
and professional degrees in subjects these institutions could not offer, the state also began 
offering out-of-state tuition grants, which would be overseen by Shepard.9 It was out of this 
moment that the NCC law school was born, alongside graduate courses in biology, 
chemistry, education, English, and history. Within a few years, NCC added graduate work in 
library science and public health.10 A graduate council, which included W. W. Pierson and 
Calvin B. Hoover, the deans of the graduate schools at UNC and Duke University, 
respectively, initially oversaw the graduate program. Pierson, in particular, had served as an 
advisor to Shepard from the beginning regarding the creation of a graduate program to meet 
the growing demand among black North Carolinians to pursue work beyond the bachelor’s 
degree. For several years, white professors from UNC and Duke taught a significant number 
of NCC’s graduate courses due to the fact that too few black professors employed by NCC 
had experience teaching at the graduate level and those who did were needed to teach 
undergraduate courses.  
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 To fully develop the professional program in law also required increased 
appropriations. Whereas graduate study in liberal arts subjects and education could be 
reasonably accommodated by existing campus resources, the law school required additional 
investment from the state to pay for specialized library materials and additional space to 
accommodate things like a moot courtroom. The threat of further legal action following 
Gaines had given the college enough money to launch the law program, but the funds could 
not support a law program that was close to comparable to the program in Chapel Hill, which 
been open since 1845.11  
 To build a robust law program that could fully serve the aspiring black lawyers of 
North Carolina required time as well as funding, and this was another luxury that Shepard did 
not have. Due to the short period between the state legislature’s authorization and the 
beginning of the academic year, NCC’s law school did not open in 1939 as originally 
planned because only one student had enrolled. By the fall of 1940, however, fifteen students 
had applied and five students were accepted and matriculated. Maurice T. Van Hecke, the 
dean of the law school at UNC, served as the initial dean of NCC’s law program and 
modeled the curriculum after his own. As was the case with the graduate program, the law 
school borrowed its first professors from their full-time positions at UNC and Duke. 
Likewise, UNC’s law librarian provided part-time services in the law library at NCC.12 Black 
                                                
11 Burns, “Graduate Education for Blacks in North Carolina, 1930-1951,” 206-207. In 1939-1940, NCCN 
received $128,000, significantly more than the $23,000 it had received for annual operating expenses in 1934-
1935. In the 1941 legislative session, Rep. Victor Bryant, the chair of the House Finance Committee and a 
trustee for NCC, ushered through an appropriation measure to grant an additional $30,000 to the college for the 
young law program.  
 
12 “The Starting Point,” North Carolina Central University School of Law, So Far: 70th Anniversary; Neal King 
Cheek, “An Historical Study of the Administrative Actions in the Racial Desegregation of the University of 




attorneys around the state soundly criticized Shepard and Van Hecke for not hiring black 
lawyers as faculty members and thereby depriving black law students of role models who 
could counter false stereotypes about African American intelligence and ability. By 1941, 
Shepard had hired three black faculty members, including Albert L. Turner, who would take 
over as Dean in 1942.13 
 One of the five students making up the inaugural class at NCC law was Robert Richard 
Bond, the son of educators from Bertie County in northeastern North Carolina. Bond began 
his studies at NCC in 1937 and pursued a major in Business Administration, intending to 
continue to medical school following graduation. But Shepard persuaded him to remain in 
Durham and begin the law program. Shepard recognized Bond as an outstanding student with 
a sense of self-direction that would ensure he could stay motivated in the fledgling program 
with just a handful of peers. As Bond recounted to his daughter, who would go on to attend 
his alma mater, the first years of the law program at NCC were difficult. Housed in a small 
section of the top floor of the Hoey Administration building, the law school had no library. 
Because their professors also worked at UNC and Duke, Bond and his colleagues would 
sometimes attend classes at the white schools, where white students and professors forced 
them to sit in the back of the classroom and refrain from participating. At other times, the 
faculty would come to NCC to test the black law students’ knowledge and provide them with 
one-on-one instruction. Bond and his classmates occasionally visited the law libraries in 
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Chapel Hill and Duke when they required resources that were unavailable at their institution, 
but they could only enter at night.14 
 A major challenge facing the NCC law school in its early years was the small number 
of students. World War II accentuated the problem, as a substantial segment of the student-
age black male population was serving in the military. In 1943 and 1944, the program had six 
and seven students enrolled, respectively. While these low enrollments could have posed a 
major resource problem, causing the board of trustees or state officials to close the program, 
Shepard knew that the state was willing to pay a substantial sum for a small number of 
students in order to preserve segregation in education. White university officials commented 
on the absurdity of the ratios, particularly in comparison to those at UNC. The dean of the 
graduate school at UNC even told Shepard that the arrangement sounded “extravagant.” But 
Shepard laughed and imparted a lesson he had learned over several decades in the business, 
“You white folks are going to have to learn that [the price of] segregation comes high.”15 
 The price tag of maintaining a dual system of education was high indeed, but state 
officials found ways to cut corners and only appropriate funds for the bare essentials. Major 
cash infusions arrived, but not because of Shepard’s consistent lobbying of state politicians. 
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His efforts kept the school funded from year-to-year, but new buildings and major 
improvements to the college plant appeared for the most part long after they were due and 
typically when the state faced the prospect of legal pressure. As a result, the conditions at 
NCC were hardly “extravagant” as the UNC dean suggested. The law program, as well as the 
college in general, had to navigate problems facing all black institutions in comparison to 
their white counterparts. While the Depression and World War II had put a halt to all 
building projects, black institutions entered the postwar period at a significant disadvantage. 
Whereas white campuses may have needed renovation and expansion, black campuses still 
struggled to erect brick buildings in the first place.  
 Despite these unsatisfactory conditions, the number of students in NCC’s law program 
continued to grow, and as a result the school produced the first black lawyers trained in 
North Carolina since Shaw University’s law program had folded in 1916. Robert Bond 
became the program’s first graduate in 1943. That spring, he became one of eighteen 
individuals to pass the North Carolina bar exam and become a licensed attorney. Like 
countless other graduates of NCC who would follow in his footsteps, Bond became a civil 
rights attorney, practicing in Wilmington and paving the way for the desegregation of schools 
in New Hanover County. During the war, the law program also accepted its first female 
students, two in 1944 and four in 1945. The end of the war brought a sharp uptick in overall 
enrollment, which reached twenty-five to thirty students in the postwar years.16 
 In 1947, during the first legislative session held in the postwar era, the General 
Assembly appropriated more than $2 million each to North Carolina College and A&T 
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College to finance capital improvements. These new funds financed projects that had been on 
Shepard’s agenda for a long time, including dormitories, a classroom building, an infirmary, 
a domestic science building, faculty apartments, and new athletic facilities. One of the most 
expensive items financed by the 1947 appropriation was the construction of a new library, 
costing half a million dollars. In his final appearance before the State Budget Commission, 
Shepard had also requested a new building to house the law school, which had long outgrown 
its home in the administration building. The state rejected his request for an additional 
building but appropriated a modest sum of $15,000 to renovate the old library, which would 
then give the law school a new home.17 
 At the end of his long career, Shepard rejoiced at the improvements that this infusion of 
funds made possible. At the same time, he knew the amount was less than the college 
deserved and did not come close to compensating for the starvation budget on which he had 
run the college for decades. Significantly, the same legislature appropriated almost $8 million 
to the University in Chapel Hill, of which $3.8 million was set aside to establish a four-year 
medical school. Continuing a long-standing pattern, the two four-year black colleges for 
African Americans received only a fraction of that allocated to the white institutions.18  
 While the 1947 appropriation was the largest on record for the institution, it proved 
insufficient to complete the building work requested by Shepard. Accordingly, the 
                                                
17 “Statement of 1947 Permanent Improvement Fund,” North Carolina College at Durham, report on audit, 30 
June 1950, Folder 204, Series 2, EP; Cheek, “An Historical Study of the Administrative Actions in the Racial 
Desegregation of the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 1930-1955,” 65. Shepard’s 1947 budget 
request also proposed salary increases for full-time law school faculty, whom he feared losing to several new 
law schools for African Americans that had opened in the South.  
 
18 “1947 Legislative Summary, General Assembly of North Carolina,” Popular Government 13.1-A (May 
1947): 13-14. A separate bill was proposed to allocate $800,000 to build a medical school at North Carolina 
College, but the legislation failed. The State College in Raleigh received $6.5 million and the Woman’s College 
in Greensboro received more than $3 million.  
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inadequacies of the law school remained nine years later when law students launched their 
protest outside the capitol building. Squeezed into two rooms on the top floor of the 
administration building, the law school had no room for faculty offices. The single classroom 
doubled as a storage facility for recently acquired library materials, which Shepard had 
purchased second-hand and at a substantial discount.19 It is unsurprising, then, that the law 
program remained unaccredited—a fact that disadvantaged the program’s graduates, who 
faced uncertain employment prospects and remained ineligible to take the bar exam in other 
states. The task of finding the additional funds to complete the projects initiated by Shepard 
and essential to the future of the law school fell to NCC’s second president, Alfonso Elder.  
 
A “New Era” for North Carolina College: The Alfonso Elder Presidency  
 Born in Sandersville, Georgia, to Thomas J. and Lucy Lillian Elder (neé Phinizy) in 
1898, Alfonso Toby Elder grew up in a black middle-class household that considered 
education to be of prime importance. T.J. Elder was a pioneering educator in Washington 
County, having founded the first school for African Americans, which bore his name. The 
founding principal expected his children to act as models of good behavior and the list of 
what they could not do was a mile long. Alfonso bridled at this disciplinarian environment 
and ran away from home at the age of fourteen. He caught a train to Savannah, where he 
boarded a boat for New York City and managed to make ends meet for three months. Unable 
                                                
19 Campus Echo, May 1948; J. Kenneth Lee, interview by Eugene E. Pfaff, 1980, Greensboro Voices Project, 
Greensboro Public Library, Greensboro, North Carolina; Burns, “Graduate Education for Blacks in North 
Carolina, 1930-1951,” 208-210. The two rooms that comprised the law program served as the dean’s office and 
the classroom. With the help of a North Carolina attorney living in New York, Shepard acquired the 30,000-
volume law library of New York Law School, which had been forced to close during the war. There was no 
room to store the books, however, as the college library had run out of shelving and resorted to storing its 




to earn enough to afford winter clothes, Alfonso returned home with his journey paid for by 
his father. T.J. Elder refused to chance another disappearance by his son and decided to send 
Alfonso to boarding school to complete his secondary education. At sixteen, Alfonso entered 
the high school department at Atlanta University, and he remained there to earn his 
bachelor’s degree, graduating in 1921. Although Alfonso continued along the path his father 
desired for him, choosing a career in higher education, he also retained a strong sense of 
independence. Alfonso’s wife, Louise Holmes, whom he married in 1931, recalled that T.J. 
Elder’s attempts to control his son had nurtured a rebellious streak that would surface at 
various points throughout his life.20  
  After several months spent teaching science and mathematics at Bennett College in 
Greensboro and the State Teachers College in Elizabeth City, Alfonso Elder applied to the 
General Education Board’s fellowship program to finance his graduate education at 
Columbia University’s Teachers College. With GEB support, he completed his Master’s 
degree in education and returned to North Carolina in 1924 as a professor of Mathematics 
and Dean of the College at NCC. Additional scholarships from the GEB provided him with 
the financial support and occasional leave from his teaching responsibilities necessary to 
continue his graduate education at Columbia and complete his doctoral degree in 1938.21  
                                                
20 Louise Elder, response to Dr. D. W. Bishop, “Civil Rights and Race Relations in Durham and in the State: 
The Shepard, Elder, Massie and Whiting Models,” in A History of N.C. Central University: A Town and Gown 
Analysis, ed. G. W. Reid (Durham: North Carolina Central University, 1985): 83-84; “Alfonso Elder,” in 
Dictionary of North Carolina Biography, Vol. 2, D-G, ed. William S. Powell (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 2016), 144-145; “Biographical Information,” Finding Aid for Elder Papers, EP; Alfonso Elder, 
application blank, 28 April 1923, Folder 2420, Box 240, Series 1.2, GEB. 
 
21 Louise Elder, response to Dr. D. W. Bishop, “Civil Rights and Race Relations in Durham and in the State,” 
83-84; “Alfonso Elder,” Dictionary of North Carolina Biography, 144-145; “Biographical Information,” 
Finding Aid for Elder Papers; Alfonso Elder, application blank, 28 April 1923. 
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 It was not long after Elder earned his PhD that other institutions began courting him. 
Rufus Clement, the president of Atlanta University, recruited Elder to become the head of his 
institution’s graduate department of education. When Clement was in Durham for the 
Southern Conference on Race Relations, he sought permission from Shepard to offer Elder a 
job. Shepard understood that Elder had a strong desire to return to his home state, given that 
his parents were quite elderly. Although Clement had promised to pay Elder well, provide 
him with a house on campus, and allow him a significant degree of influence in directing the 
graduate program, Shepard hoped that Elder would consider returning to NCC down the 
road. Shepard planted this idea with N.C. Newbold, explaining that Elder's experience 
directing the graduate program at Atlanta University would give him an edge over other 
candidates in the search to fill the presidency at NCC, should Shepard retire or fall ill.22  
 Elder began his new job in Atlanta in 1943, and he worked there until 1947, at which 
point Shepard, in the final months of his life, convinced him to return to NCC to direct the 
young graduate school at the college. Shepard’s board of trustees would not authorize him to 
hire a full-time dean of the graduate school, preferring governance by a graduate council, so 
Shepard offered Elder a position as head of the graduate department of education, with the 
intention of promoting him to dean of the entire graduate school when the trustees allowed.23 
Upon Shepard’s death, a committee of his benefactors came together to choose his successor, 
ideally someone who shared Shepard’s approach toward politics. A professor of education at 
Chapel Hill chaired the committee, which included just one African American—C. C. 
                                                
22 Shepard perceived Elder to be “very loyal” to him, and Newbold concurred, suggesting that Elder was 
“thoroughly dependable, highly intelligent, and capable to a marked degree.” Shepard to N. C. Newbold, 22 
October 1942, Newbold to Shepard, 26 October 1942, both in Folder 123, Series 1, James E. Shepard Papers, 
North Carolina Central University Archives, Durham, North Carolina (hereafter cited as SP). 
 
23 “Alfonso Elder,” Dictionary of North Carolina Biography, 144-145; “Biographical Information,” Finding 
Aid for Elder Papers, Shepard to Elder, 13 January 1947 and 24 April 1947, both in Folder 254, Series 1, SP. 
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Spaulding. Over three months, the committee deliberated and vetted candidates with state 
leaders and the heads of philanthropic foundations interested in black education. 
Unsurprisingly, they decided on a list of finalists who were all existing members of the 
college or had been affiliated with it in the past. In choosing Elder, the committee reported 
that they were not “interested in a person of political-mindedness, as that term is generally 
understood.” Rather, they stated, “It is clear to all of us that the president of the college 
should be at home in worthy efforts to cultivate the friendship of all groups of people and in 
the interest of wholesome public relations.” In other words, the president of NCC should be a 
person who would continue to work with white public officials and educational leaders to 
expand and strengthen the college. Or, as the Echo noted, a man who would continue the 
leadership of James Shepard.24 Elder assumed the position in January 1948. 
 On paper, the committee of trustees who selected Shepard’s successor had reason to 
believe continuity would exist between the two administrations. Elder was familiar with 
Shepard's running of the institution and the educational bureaucracy of North Carolina. He 
had become acquainted with white public officials like N.C. Newbold through his work with 
various education organizations in North Carolina. Elder was not outspoken on matters of 
race relations, leaving little evidence of his views in the public record, which reassured white 
public officials who feared the swift and systemic changes proposed by countless African 
                                                
24 “Dr. Alfonso Elder Appointed New Prexy,” Campus Echo, February 1948; “Alfonso Elder,” Dictionary of 
North Carolina Biography, 144-145; “Another Chapter in Our College History,” Campus Echo, February 1948. 
The trustees who comprised the committee to choose Shepard’s successor included: Edgar W. Knight (professor 
of education at UNC), J.T. Pritchett (attorney and legislator), W. Frank Taylor (attorney and legislator), Jule B. 
Warren (journalist), Capus Waynick (journalist and politician), and C.C. Spaulding (businessman). Other 
finalists for the position included Ruth Bush (NCC Dean of Women), A.E. Manly (NCC Dean of the College of 
Arts and Sciences), A.I. Turner (NCC Dean of the Law School), and James T. Taylor (Head of the NCC VA 
Guidance Center). The committee consulted Benjamin Mays, Ira de A. Reid, and Rufus Clement on their 
choices for the presidency. 
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Americans mobilized during the war.25 Importantly, Elder had earned Shepard's stamp of 
approval. Of particular relevance to the current political situation was the fact that Shepard 
had entrusted Dean Elder to visit Thomas Hocutt in 1933 and try to convince him to drop his 
lawsuit against the University of North Carolina.  
 Although Elder worked for almost two decades under Shepard’s administration and 
was considered by some as Shepard's “right-hand man,” the two presidents’ visions of 
leadership differed in significant ways. Elder, who had studied education at some of the 
world's top universities, pressured Shepard to adopt more modern educational methods and 
techniques of administration. In the mid-1930s, following a period of campus unrest at black 
and white colleges across the country, Shepard sought Dean Elder’s advice on the matter.26 
Suggesting that the unrest stemmed from dysfunctional “social relations” and a lack of 
cultural refinement among students, Shepard asked Elder for suggestions on how to improve 
the “character and tone” of the institution. In a lengthy memo, Elder submitted that placing 
too much emphasis on problematic students and faculty blinded the administration to other 
issues that, if addressed, could help modernize the college and improve campus morale. Dean 
Elder stated that NCC ought to resemble a college more than a secondary school, which 
necessitated changes in the curriculum and campus rules and regulations. The college must 
regard its students as adults, capable of taking on responsibility in and out of the classroom. 
For example, Elder suggested allowing students more autonomy to select their courses rather 
than having a schedule set for them. He also recommended loosening restrictions, such as 
                                                
25 For example, Elder had not attended the SCRR or signed the Durham Manifesto. 
 
26 Rose Butler Browne and James W. English, Love My Children: The Education of a Teacher (New York: 
Meredith Press, 1969), 171. For examples of campus protest in the 1930s, see chapter 3. 
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those prohibiting men and women from socializing together off-campus.27 To foster 
leadership and self-expression among the students, Elder advised that the administration turn 
over control of the school newspaper to students. In October 1939, Shepard acquiesced and 
The Campus Echo featured an all-student editorial board for the first time. Elder also 
recommended the creation of new student organizations, such as a debating society and a 
politics club, to broaden horizons outside the classroom.28 As president, Elder took additional 
steps to democratize power relations on campus, teach students the value of self-governance, 
and expose them to decision-making processes that would prepare them for the world outside 
of NCC.  
 One of Elder’s first orders of business was to strengthen the Student Council and grant 
student leaders greater decision-making power over campus affairs. As dean, he had 
observed that students desired a stronger voice. After learning the characteristics of a "good" 
government in civics class, they wanted a chance to put those lessons into practice. Within 
weeks of his announcement as Shepard's successor, Elder met with the Student Council and 
listened to their proposals. He immediately approved requests to extend "calling hours" by 
two hours on the weekends and hold weekly "matinee" dances on Saturdays. He appointed 
committees to look into the other requests, which included the installation of telephones in 
                                                
27 Elder to Shepard, 28 April 1936, Folder 254, Series “Addition of 2012,” EP. In the memo, Elder also made 
some suggestions about the way faculty were treated at NCC. He mentioned that he found it “humiliating” and 
“degrading” to be required to submit lesson plans, exams, and other teaching materials to another faculty 
member for approval. If the faculty were qualified to teach at the college level, Elder said, they should be 
entrusted to manage their own classrooms. Likewise, going to lengths to separate male and female faculty 
members was outdated. Elder also suggested that the college find ways to encourage faculty to perform their 
own research and publish their research.  
 
28 Campus Echo, 27 October 1939, 1 November 1936, and 1 October 1948. An “Open Letter” in this issue of 
The Campus Echo thanked President Elder for being “so liberal-minded toward the students” and turning over 
the editorship of the newspaper. The forensic society was developed in the spring of 1936 and reorganized in 
the fall of 1936. During Elder’s first year as president, the Social Science Club was organized for the purpose of 
fostering student expression in the political field.  
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each dormitory and expanding the campus guidance center to serve all students, not just 
veterans. Later that semester, Elder established the Student-Faculty Cooperation Committee, 
which he planned to meet with regularly to discuss problems and propose solutions related to 
campus life. "Students should be trained to carry and shoulder responsibility, and should 
have a basic share in shaping the policy of our college community,” Elder believed. “Student 
opinion should be considered and weighed with the same care as that of faculty members,” 
stated the committee's first report.29 
 According to Rose Butler Browne, who joined the faculty as a professor of education in 
1948, President Elder “had a real interest in the total development of students.” His 
presidency marked "a new era" for the liberal arts college.30 He “revolutionized operations” 
on campus, echoed John L. Stewart, who served as the Dean of Men. “Everyone had a right 
to propose policy, everyone had a right to be heard,” Stewart said.31 Recollections of Elder as 
an advocate for devolving authority on campus reveal as much about Elder's leadership style 
                                                
29 Campus Echo, 31 March 1940, 1 November 1947, December 1947, 1 February 1948, and 1 May 1948; 
“Increased Campus Freedom Asked by N.C. College Students,” Afro-American, 1 May 1948. The Student 
Council had existed at NCC since 1927, according to available newspaper evidence, but it was thought of as a 
rubber stamp organization, simply carrying out the wishes of the administration. In 1940, the school newspaper 
asked students if they wanted the council to have more power on campus, and the answer was a resounding 
“Yes!” with surveyed students responding that they would be more invested in campus affairs if they felt as 
though they had a voice at the table. 
 
30 Browne, Love My Children, 172, 177-180. Browne also explained that Elder made necessary improvements 
in the education program, including dispatching her to develop an actual curriculum with concentrations like 
elementary education. She also credits Elder with securing more autonomy for black faculty and administrators 
at the college. Elder prioritized hiring a full-time dean, an African American man, rather than relying on part-
time and sporadic advice from Dean W.W. Pierson of UNC. Finally, Elder equalized salaries between black and 
white faculty members so that professors were paid according to their degree rather than the reputation of the 
institution where they had completed their doctoral work. This system had been adopted by Shepard and 
resulted in white faculty members, who he considered more accomplished, being paid more than black faculty 
members of the same rank.  
 
31 Gershenhorn, “Stalling Integration,” 167-168. John L. Stewart started working at NCC in 1946 as a professor 
of biology and was then appointed the dean of men. He reflected on his experience at the institution in his 
autobiography, Yesterday Was Tomorrow, published in 1976. Carolina Times, 2 April 1977. 
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as they do about Shepard's more authoritarian model. In this changing campus environment, 
Elder was noticeably more responsive to student demands for reform than his predecessor.  
 In the postwar era, students at NCC did not just agitate for a voice in governance on 
campus. In larger numbers and with greater frequency, they engaged in efforts to connect 
what they were learning in the classroom with current affairs at the local, state, and national 
levels.32 The outward focus and palpable sense of determination on the part of NCC students 
at a pivotal moment in the black freedom struggle forced Elder to reckon with his position as 
an agent of the state that deemed him and those who attended his institution second-class 
citizens. On one hand, Elder encouraged students to express their opinions and become 
engaged citizens; he was committed to sharing with them the responsibilities of campus 
governance. On the other hand, Elder knew he would have to answer to white state officials 
when his students' self-expression and engagement with the world outside of NCC presented 
a challenge to segregation in education. At the same time, Elder lived under constant pressure 
to sustain and improve the institution whose future was now lay in his hands.  
 The first test of his ability to lead came in the spring of 1949, when the North Carolina 
General Assembly began its biennial session. Praying that things on campus would remain 
calm, Elder turned his attention to preparing his remarks to deliver before the legislature's 
budget committee. At stake was the completion of the building campaign initiated by 
Shepard before his death. Although the $2 million appropriation secured in 1947 was 
significant, it would only pay for half of the buildings that the campus sorely needed. It was 
                                                
32 See, for example, editorials in Campus Echo, September 1949. 
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up to Elder to persuade state officials to appropriate another $2 million so the work of 
expanding the plant could begin.33   
 
“We Were Determined That There Was Not Going to Be Any More Segregation” 
 The student body at North Carolina College in 1948, when Elder assumed office, 
engaged more with the broader freedom struggle outside the campus walls than their 
predecessors had in earlier decades. Across the South, black college students of the post-
World War II period were ready to transition from fighting fascism abroad to conquering 
racism at home. This was quite literally the case for military veterans, who refused to tolerate 
classroom conditions that regarded them as second-class citizens. Black veterans and their 
civilian colleagues continued to wage internal battles for campus reform initiated in the 
1920s and 1930s. In the war’s aftermath, student strikes for better food and participation in 
campus governance had erupted at Livingstone College in Salisbury and the A&T College in 
Greensboro.34 But black college students of the mid- to late-1940s also set their eyes on 
breaking down the Jim Crow barriers that denied them entry to a variety of educational 
opportunities at comparatively well-resourced universities. The postwar campus climate that 
                                                
33 “Statement of 1947 Permanent Improvement Fund,” and “Statement of 1949 Permanent Improvement Fund,” 
North Carolina College at Durham, report on audit, 30 June 1950, in Folder 204, Series 2, EP; “Four Million 
Expansion Begins,” Campus Echo, September 1949. The $4 million appropriated between 1947 and 1949 
would fund the new library, an infirmary-health building, a classroom building, a faculty apartment building, a 
music and fine arts building, and a new gymnasium. 
 
34 For an overview of black campus culture in the 1930s, see chapter 3. Historian Ibram Kendi has distinguished 
between a black student movement that focused largely on campus issues in the 1920s and early 1930s and a 
movement that developed a dual focus on campus and community from the late 1930s through the late 1950s, 
when black students directed their attention for the most part outside campus walls until the late 1960s. Ibram 
X. Kendi (Ibram H. Rogers), The Black Campus Movement: Black Students and the Racial Reconstitution of 
Higher Education, 1965-1972 (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 49, 58. 
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buoyed students’ claims to equal citizenship encouraged NCC students to take action both on 
the picket lines and in the courtroom.  
 In addition to the energy provided by the presence of veterans on campus, a transition 
in the presidency at NCC provided students with an opening. Participation in student 
government and the campus newspaper flourished under Elder’s administration. Students 
joined explicitly partisan political organizations that Shepard had discouraged or even 
prohibited. By the fall semester of 1948, students had organized a chapter of the NAACP on 
campus, providing a link between the college and the state branch as well as the civil rights 
organization’s legal campaign to defeat Jim Crow.35 The same year, NCC students 
participated in the recently integrated Student Legislative Assembly, where they joined 
college students from across the state in Raleigh for a mock legislative session. The NCC 
delegates proposed and passed anti-lynching legislation, but failed to pass a bill to abolish 
segregation in graduate and professional education.36 Articles and surveys published in the 
                                                
35 Campus Echo, 1 October 1948, 1. There had been efforts to organize a college branch of the NAACP in the 
1920s and 1930s at NCC, but a search of digitized issues of the Campus Echo reveals no mention of the 
organization before 1948. NAACP records suggest that national youth secretary Ruby Hurley and Durham 
branch secretary Arline Young attempted to reorganize the NCC chapter in the fall of 1947, months before 
Shepard’s death. According to historian Christina Greene, Shepard raised no opposition to the organization of 
the branch, although he had not stood in the way of earlier efforts in the 1920s and 1930s, either. Shepard’s 
ambivalence to the presence of an NAACP chapter on campus mirrors his lukewarm support for the 
organization throughout his life; in some years, he paid membership dues to the Durham branch, likely because 
his close friends at the NC Mutual were the branch’s leaders. Allowing students to have a chapter of the 
organization on campus did not mean that Shepard supported the organization’s legal campaigns to desegregate 
education, however. Christina Greene, Our Separate Ways: Women and the Black Freedom Movement in 
Durham, North Carolina (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2005), 25. 
 
36 Daily Tar Heel, 7 November 1947; “A Report to Student Body,” Campus Echo, May 1948. Black North 
Carolinians attended the SLA for the first time during the 1946-1947 academic year, prompting several threats 
to disband the assembly altogether. The 1948 Assembly, which included delegates from UNC, Duke, St. 
Augustine’s, NCC, and other institutions across the state, met in Raleigh on April 16-17. The NCC students 
introduced a bill to abolish segregation in graduate and professional education in response to a bill that 
proposed to build a graduate school for African Americans within North Carolina and another that would have 
required African Americans to go out of state to attend dental school. William Randolph Johnson, Jr. was one of 
the NCC delegates to SLA, and he commented after taking part that he was convinced “that the ideal world we 
all hope for lies far on the horizon” because student legislators, like real lawmakers in Raleigh, seem to back 
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Campus Echo revealed student support for the black freedom struggle’s latest tactics, such as 
A. Philip Randolph’s civil disobedience campaign to pressure the government to desegregate 
the military. Certainly, some members of the campus community shied away from political 
organizations and civil rights activism, but the vast majority of the student body, at the very 
least, believed they had a responsibility to connect what they learned on campus to the world 
beyond.37 As a result, NCC no longer resembled the “cocoon” environment that had existed 
in the 1920s and 1930s; the boundaries between town and gown became much more porous.  
 The growing presence of the NAACP in North Carolina fostered a link between the 
students’ campus organizing and activism taking place in the surrounding community. As a 
result of the national organization’s victories in the courtroom—outlawing the white primary 
in 1944 and segregation on interstate travel in 1946—the NAACP’s membership rolls 
surged, reaching more than 400,000 by 1946. At the national level, the NAACP lobbied the 
Truman administration to create a Committee on Civil Rights and, of particular interest to 
college students, the organization helped countless veterans secure benefits under the G.I. 
Bill of Rights. The chapter at North Carolina College was born as part of the organization’s 
postwar push to increase membership in its youth and college divisions. By 1948, NAACP 
chapters existed on at least 60 college campuses, and there were 271 youth councils 
nationwide.38 In 1950, the North Carolina NAACP boasted 53 chapters across the state, and 
                                                
bills that would benefit black and white students but oppose those that would benefit black students. Campus 
Echo, May 1948. 
 
37 “A Report to Student Body,” Campus Echo, May 1948. See, for example, editorials in Campus Echo, 
September 1949. 
 
38 Patricia Sullivan, Lift Every Voice: The NAACP and the Making of the Civil Rights Movement (New York: 
New Press, 2010), 288, 326, 330-331; Thomas Bynum, NAACP Youth and the Fight for Black Freedom, 1936-
1965 (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 2014), 46-47; “NAACP Youth Conference to be Held in St. 
Louis,” Bennett Banner, October 1948. 
 
323 
by 1955, there were 45 youth councils and college chapters alone, placing the state fifth in 
the nation for youth membership. The NAACP flourished among young people at a time 
when several of the activist organizations popular among students in the 1930s and early 
1940s fell victim to anticommunist red baiting.39 
 Although technically under the jurisdiction of the State NAACP, run by Charlotte 
businessman Kelly M. Alexander, the North Carolina College chapter coordinated closely 
with the Durham branch. Carolina Times editor Louis Austin, businessman Rencher Harris, 
and Shaw University biology professor Arline Young were the driving forces behind the 
postwar revitalization of the Durham NAACP, and as branch leaders, they displaced higher-
ups in the North Carolina Mutual, whose political conservatism had characterized the local 
organization for years.40 Austin and Young, in particular, provided an important resource for 
the students organizing the NCC chapter. Local lawyers connected to both the Durham 
NAACP and State organization also stood ready and willing to assist the students. Among 
the lawyers eager to carry out the NAACP’s agenda of tackling racial inequality in education 
were: Conrad Pearson, a Howard Law graduate who had served as counsel for Thomas 
Hocutt’s lawsuit in 1933; Columbia Law School graduate Herman Taylor, who had been a 
faculty member at NCC law between 1945 and 1947 before resigning to represent high 
school students suing school administrators in Robeson County over deplorable conditions in 
Lumberton’s black schools; and M. Hugh Thompson and John Hervey Wheeler, who, as a 
                                                
39 Greene, Our Separate Ways, 26, 42-43; Kendi, The Black Campus Movement, 51-53. The ASU and SNYC 
disbanded in 1941 and 1949, respectively.  
 
40 Greene, Our Separate Ways, 21-22; Gloster B. Current to T.V. Mangum, 20 January 1948, “North Carolina 
State Conference, 1948,” Series A, Part 26: Selected Branch Files, 1940-1955, NAACP Papers, ProQuest 
History Vault (database), The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill (hereafter cited as NAACP Papers, 
ProQuest). In 1948, the statewide NAACP also experienced a leadership change as Kelly Miller Alexander of 
Charlotte replaced T. V. Mangum of Statesville as president.  
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team, were preparing to launch a school equalization lawsuit against Durham’s public 
schools.41 
 The local legal team engaged in civil rights work served as an inspiration to the 
aspiring lawyers at NCC. In the 1947-1948 academic year, the college’s program enrolled its 
largest class to date with twenty-six students. Among them were several Eagles who had 
decided to continue their studies at NCC after completing their undergraduate work at the 
institution. James R. Walker, Jr. entered the program reluctantly, having his eyes set on the 
law school at Chapel Hill. Walker, the son of educators, hailed from Ahoskie, a small town in 
the northeastern county of Hertford. “Professor” James R. Walker, Sr. had been the 
valedictorian of his class at the Hampton Institute, and with his wife, Ethel, he instilled in his 
eight children the importance of black educational institutions. The Walkers’ professional 
standing as teachers and their ability to read and write gave them a degree of power within 
their poor, rural community, and, as such, they felt a sense of responsibility to uplift others—
an imperative that they passed along to the next generation. As a young person, Walker also 
received lessons from his maternal grandfather, Rev. Sander Dockery, whose preaching of 
social justice and membership in the NAACP led Walker to think of social justice activism as 
a “family tradition.”42 
                                                
41 Kelly Alexander, “Report of Activities of State Conference,” 7 January 1949, “North Carolina State 
Conference, 1949,” Series A, Part 26: Selected Branch Files, 1940-1955, NAACP Papers, ProQuest; Sarah 
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Durham Public School District, see Brandon K. L. Winford, “The Battle for Freedom Begins Every Morning”: 
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Chapel Hill, 2014), 193-214. 
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 Walker’s experience during World War II inspired him to wage war on racial 
discrimination at home. He recalled the sting of being denied the ability to serve as an officer 
in the Army, despite several years of college under his belt; instead, Walker served in a 
segregated unit under a white officer who had not been to college. “We were supposed to be 
fighting for the Four Freedoms,” Walker recalled. “I had never seen any of them.” Ready to 
do something about the second-class citizenship he had experienced at home and abroad, 
Walker returned to NCC after the war to complete his bachelor’s degree with the assistance 
of the G.I. Bill. He decided to continue his education and enter law school but was frustrated 
that the only option available to him in his home state was at his current institution. The 
“poorly equipped” law school was “not on anybody’s list,” Walker recalled.43  
 Walker’s classmate, Harold Epps, was by some measures an unlikely candidate to take 
part in a high-profile challenge to the system. As an undergraduate at NCC, Epps excelled 
academically and was a well-known leader on campus. The president of his class and the 
Alpha Phi Alpha fraternity, Epps worked closely with both Presidents Shepard and Elder to 
coordinate student events and discuss campus rules and regulations, which gave him a 
window into the brick-and-mortar politics of the administration. Epps even led the audience 
in prayer at Shepard’s funeral in October 1947.44 His decision to play a leading role in the 
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struggle to desegregate UNC’s law school indicated that he saw little room left for 
negotiation in the quest to achieve racial equality. Epps came from a middle-class 
background, his father having worked as a Pullman Porter in Asheville. He grew up in the 
Southside community, a vibrant center for black business. Epps was the first in his family of 
five children to attend college.45 A model plaintiff, Epps’ academic and leadership 
credentials meant he qualified to attend any number of the nation’s top law schools.  
 In March 1948, Epps and Walker met with former NCC law faculty member Herman 
Taylor to discuss their legal options before submitting applications for admission to the 
University of North Carolina law school. A year earlier, Taylor had resigned from his post 
after a member of the NCC Board of Trustees had warned Shepard about a “troublesome” 
faculty member involved in developing school equalization suits throughout the state.46 Now 
working in private practice in Raleigh, Taylor could more openly coordinate with the 
NAACP, an organization he had been connected to for some time. As a law student at 
Columbia, he had worked as a clerk in the organization’s New York office where he had 
come to know Thurgood Marshall. Thus, he had a connection to the civil rights 
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organization’s top lawyers and wasted no time in letting them know that he was ready to 
“take the bull by the horns” and tackle racial inequality in North Carolina’s classrooms. 
Taylor acted as Epps and Walker’s legal advisor, but he also worked behind the scenes to 
secure support for their campaign from his local NAACP branch in Raleigh and the national 
office in New York.47 
 Instead of the refusal they anticipated, which would have set a lawsuit in motion, Epps 
and Walker received an ambiguous response to their applications. The board of trustees at 
UNC, meeting in June 1948, refused to weigh in one way or the other, explaining that “the 
matter of admission of Negroes to the University is one which must be handled by the State 
legislature.” By the time the North Carolina General Assembly had opened its session in 
January of 1949, the board of trustees had still not responded to the young men’s 
applications. In the meantime, they continued their education at NCC’s law school. Although 
their effort went nowhere for the time being, the very act of applying to UNC carried 
negative consequences. After news of the young men’s applications became public, Walker’s 
father, a teacher back in Ahoskie, lost his job.48 By the spring of 1949, Herman Taylor was 
occupied with the lawsuit concerning poorly equipped schools in Lumberton, and he had 
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fallen out of favor with state and national NAACP officials over a dispute about 
compensation. As a result, Epps and Walker turned to Conrad Pearson and Louis Austin for 
advice and counsel.49 
 As Epps and Walker continued their quest to force open the doors at UNC, several new 
students joined them at the black law school in Durham, including Floyd McKissick, who 
enrolled in the fall semester of 1948. Like Epps, McKissick had grown up in Asheville, 
where he witnessed first-hand the brutal treatment of African Americans by white police 
officers. One afternoon while roller-skating along South French Broad Street, McKissick was 
“slapped around” by city police officers, who told him he had no business being in the road. 
He had tried to explain to the officers that he was helping to protect the younger children 
skating with him, but they were unwilling to listen, choosing instead to respond with physical 
force. McKissick had learned about the color line as a young child, having watched his aunt’s 
eyes well up with tears as a driver told her to take him to the back of the trolley car when 
white passengers boarded. If this painful response to being treated as a second-class citizen 
was one lesson, McKissick’s parents taught him several others. His father worked as a 
bellman at the Vanderbilt Hotel and as an agent for the North Carolina Mutual Insurance 
Company; his mother as a seamstress and later as a clerk for the Mutual. From their college-
educated and middle-class position, they communicated to McKissick and his siblings the 
importance of attending church, going to school, working hard, and developing a sense of 
morality. This informal education undergirded his teenage activism, which revolved around 
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the principle of standing up for what was right. At the age of twelve, following a beating by 
the police, McKissick joined the local NAACP, and one of his first activist memories 
involved petitioning the Asheville City Council to reverse its decision to deny a permit for a 
speaking engagement featuring Paul Robeson.50 
 McKissick’s experiences at Morehouse College in Atlanta and his service in the Army 
during World War II further encouraged his commitment to the freedom movement. A period 
of financial hardship interrupted his undergraduate education, causing him to withdraw for a 
time in order to work and save money for tuition. The outbreak of World War II caused 
another interruption. McKissick served in Europe, rising to the rank of sergeant and earning a 
Purple Heart. When the war ended, he returned to Morehouse and established himself as a 
top-notch student, earning a place on the dean’s list. Alongside his academics, McKissick 
remained politically active. In 1947, he participated in the Journey of Reconciliation, the 
Congress of Racial Equality (CORE)’s first freedom ride to test the Supreme Court’s Morgan 
decision prohibiting segregation on interstate travel, which he considered his “baptism in 
nonviolence.” Around the same time, he helped to organize voter registration drives and 
served as the president of the Atlanta University chapter of the Progressive Party.51  
 McKissick’s activism led him to the realization that he wanted to pursue a career in 
law, and so he applied widely to the country’s top-ranking institutions open to African 
Americans. Several schools, including Howard University, accepted him, but with the influx 
of veterans making use of their G.I. Bill benefits, many institutions had three-year-long 
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waiting lists. With several cases testing the constitutionality of segregation in education 
progressing through the court system, McKissick decided to stage his own attempt to enter 
the all-white law school in his home state. He wrote a letter to the registrar at the University 
of North Carolina asking for an application form, but he never received a response. To have 
risked his life to fight for democracy abroad only to experience sub-standard educational 
conditions on account of his race prompted McKissick to continue fighting. Of this chapter in 
his life, McKissick later reflected, “We were determined that there was not going to be any 
more segregation in North Carolina.”52 
 In beginning his legal training in Durham, McKissick acquired life-long colleagues 
who shared his willingness to put themselves at the forefront of the struggle to end racial 
discrimination in schooling. Together, the students of North Carolina College’s law program 
encountered blatant signs of inequality from the building in which the program was housed to 
the number of books available. Even the books the law program did have were insufficient. 
McKissick remembered that the law students had no access to the reporters they needed—the 
series of books that contained judicial opinions necessary to study case law. “Didn’t have 
enough books. Didn’t have enough space. Didn’t have enough facilities,” he said.53 Because 
of these conditions and the fact that their program lacked accreditation, McKissick and his 
peers felt that their degrees were worth less than their counterparts at Chapel Hill. 
 The students did have access to a few excellent faculty members who went out of their 
way to help them navigate the obstacles they faced. “The best thing that North Carolina 
Central had was some good professors, solid professors, who were teaching, and they were 
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really giving you everything that they had,” McKissick recalled. The professors were frank 
with their students about their disadvantage, measured in terms of resources. Because the 
faculty members had trained at some of the country’s top law schools, they knew exactly 
what NCC lacked. One professor took his students on a field trip to Chapel Hill to show them 
what a top-tier law school looked like. He stated in no uncertain terms that the NCC law 
program was “second-class” and that the students “got a right” to attend a school like UNC. 
The law students had another important asset in each other. Although having a tight-knit peer 
group did not make up for the lack of materials, it did make the stress-inducing experience of 
law school less lonely. Epps and McKissick were founding members of Phi Delta Pi, North 
Carolina College’s law fraternity. They also created a yearbook for the law school and served 
as its editorial board.54 Participating in activities together both curricular and extra-curricular 
in nature allowed a sense of camaraderie to develop among the law students, and it would 
sustain them as they decided to take action against the state’s separate and unequal 
educational system. 
 As they weighed their options, the law students recognized that they were part of a long 
struggle to desegregate higher education. Should they choose to take part in a lawsuit against 
the University of North Carolina, they knew a decent chance existed that they would 
complete their law degrees before they could enter the historically white institution—that is, 
if they achieved victory in the courts. They did not only fight for access to a better law 
program; they aimed to open doors for future generations of African Americans and to carry 
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on the work begun by their predecessors in the struggle. Pauli Murray, who had attempted to 
desegregate UNC in the late 1930s, aptly described this intergenerational relationship among 
footsoldiers of the movement: “I was part of a tradition of continuous struggle, lasting nearly 
twenty years, to open the doors of a state university to Negroes….Each new attempt was 
linked with a previous effort, which, although unsuccessful, nevertheless had an impact on 
the forward movement.” McKissick, for one, was consciously aware that he was continuing 
where Murray left off, just as Murray had “dared because Hocutt had tried.”55 Years may 
have separated the students, but Conrad Pearson as their legal counsel united them in their 
struggle to break the segregationists’ hold over higher education in North Carolina. 
 The struggle to achieve equal education in North Carolina, moreover, was deeply 
intertwined in the NAACP’s larger legal strategy to tackle school segregation across the 
South. During the war years, the civil rights organization had pauses in its campaign to 
desegregate the region’s graduate and professional schools following its 1938 victory in 
Gaines. Although several southern states had begun to expand the graduate and professional 
educational opportunities for African Americans in the wake of that case, no state had come 
close to achieving an equalized system nearly a decade after the decision. The vast majority 
of southern states maintained out-of-state tuition grants as a means of avoiding desegregation 
and continued to allocate public resources disproportionately to historically white 
institutions. Howard University President Mordecai Johnson testified before Congress in 
1947 that segregating states spent $86 million on white colleges and just $5 million on black 
colleges. Whereas white students could choose from a dozens of law and medical schools, 
just a handful existed for African Americans and few of them were accredited. Coupled with 
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the problem of severely limited opportunities was the fact that demand for these degrees had 
never been higher: Steadily increasing numbers of black college students wished to continue 
their education, and many who had fought in the war could now do so with assistance from 
the G.I. Bill.56 
 Beginning in 1946, NAACP attorney Thurgood Marshall picked up where the 
organization had left off. Working with the Legal Defense and Educational Fund’s (LDF) 
formidable team of lawyers, Marshall remained determined to dedicate his full attention to 
building viable cases throughout the South in the postwar years. The organization’s strategy 
had two parts. First, they continued to put pressure on state and local school authorities to 
equalize schools at the elementary and secondary levels, thereby revealing the 
unwillingness—and indeed, the inability—of public officials to make education truly 
“separate but equal.” Second, the NAACP confronted Jim Crow head on in graduate and 
professional education, launching a series of cases designed to chip away at the Plessy 
doctrine. Taken together, this approach aimed to secure improvements, however small, in the 
quality of black education while at the same time allowing NAACP attorneys to finely tune 
their legal strategy case-by-case.57 
 The NAACP depended on students like those enrolled in the law school at NCC as well 
as local civil rights attorneys to initiate cases that might break through and present a credible 
challenge to “separate but equal.” Some cases were more likely to advance than others, but 
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there was also a significant element of chance involved. As Epps and Walker contemplated a 
lawsuit, they joined African American students across the South who had similar hopes of 
opening doors. The most well-known of these students are those whose efforts resulted in 
favorable rulings before the highest courts, thus moving the NAACP’s agenda forward. But 
numerous others dared to apply to historically white universities and were willing to bring 
lawsuits if time and resources allowed. Nevertheless, two cases stand out as dealing major 
blows to segregation in higher education. 
 The first case involved a black letter carrier named Heman Sweatt, who had applied to 
the all-white law school at the University of Texas in Austin.58 Sweatt had graduated from the 
private Wiley College, and he was closely associated with Houston’s robust NAACP 
chapter.59 Denied admission on the basis of his race, Sweatt proceeded to sue, supported by 
Marshall and the national NAACP. Their initial pressure resulted in a district court judge 
ordering the state of Texas to establish a law school for African Americans within six months, 
and it did so. The “law school” comprised a few rented rooms located in the proximity of the 
public Prairie View University and two black lawyers to serve as faculty. While the Prairie 
View experiment was sufficient to merit a stamp of approval from the district court, the state 
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of Texas sensed that it would not pass muster in subsequent legal action. Following cues 
from other southern states trying to insulate themselves from legal challenges, the Texas 
legislature in March 1947 pledged up to $3 million in appropriations to transform Houston 
College for Negroes into a university, which would include at its center a law school for 
African Americans. In the meantime, the legislature authorized the creation of a temporary 
law school for African Americans in Austin, which would take advantage of the professors at 
the University of Texas and make use of the law library at the state capitol. Heman Sweatt 
refused to attend the makeshift law school and opted to move forward with his legal 
challenge.60 
 In May 1947, Sweatt appeared for a trial in the same district court that had ruled the 
Prairie View law program “substantially equal.” As a counterpoint to the white state officials 
determined to preserve segregation in education, two hundred students at the white 
University in Austin had established their own branch of the NAACP and raised money to 
help pay for Sweatt’s legal expenses. Marshall wasted no time in building up Sweatt’s case to 
challenge directly the idea that segregated educational arrangements could ever be equal. He 
summoned expert witnesses from around the country to demonstrate that a quality legal 
education depended on more than physical facilities, including a cohort of student peers to 
stimulate discussion and a network of alumni who could serve as career contacts. These 
things could not be attained overnight. Using a technique that he would perfect in Brown v. 
Board, Marshall called upon academic experts to testify that segregation itself had a harmful 
effect on students; in treating them as second-class citizens, segregated schools hampered 
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students’ ability to learn. The district court ruled against Sweatt, and it would take almost 
three years before his case reached the Supreme Court.61 
 In the meantime, Marshall took on another case involving a sixty-eight-year-old black 
educator from Oklahoma, George W. McLaurin. Having earned a master’s degree in 
education, McLaurin now wished to continue his studies, but the only doctoral program in his 
field available in state was at the University of Oklahoma. He applied in 1948, and the 
university rejected him. NAACP attorneys took McLaurin’s case to a federal district court 
that ordered, as was now routine, the state to provide McLaurin with a graduate education “as 
soon as it does for applicants of any other group,” meaning immediately. Oklahoma’s novel 
response provided Marshall and the NAACP with another angle of attack: In early 1949, the 
state legislature decided that in the absence of courses being offered at Oklahoma’s black 
institutions, African Americans could gain admittance to the state’s white colleges and 
universities. Yet as McLaurin realized when he arrived at the University of Oklahoma to 
begin classes, the state intended to preserve segregation. Administrators forced McLaurin to 
sit by himself outside the regular classroom, to work at a separate desk in an isolated corner 
of the library, and to eat during a separate lunch hour in the cafeteria. Back in court, 
McLaurin testified that these Jim Crow conditions led him to feel humiliated, as if he were 
walking around with a “badge of inferiority” on his chest, which had a negative impact on his 
overall educational experience. When the court ruled against McLaurin and the NAACP, 
Marshall appealed the case all the way to the Supreme Court.62  
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 As the NAACP legal team prepared to argue the Sweatt and McLaurin cases before the 
Supreme Court, the NCC law students’ effort to desegregate UNC was just getting started. To 
assist the law students adequately, Conrad Pearson required the financial and logistical 
support of the civil rights organization. At the same time, he knew that the New York office 
was unlikely to show much interest until a viable lawsuit was underway. Attorneys for the 
Legal Defense and Education Fund, including Robert Carter, Spottswood Robinson, and 
Oliver Hill agreed to meet with the North Carolina NAACP’s State Legal Committee to 
discuss how the organization’s school litigation efforts in Virginia might inform the 
development of a North Carolina case. But it was clear to Pearson that the NAACP’s top 
attorneys were “more or less marking time,” pending the outcome of their two pending cases 
before the Supreme Court.63 Until they were ready to file, the NCC law students and their 
advisors were largely on their own.  
 The students’ way of “marking time” was to stage a picket in front of the state capitol 
to draw attention to their cause. Although the law students had the support of local NAACP 
leaders Louis Austin and their attorney, Conrad Pearson, the national NAACP had 
discouraged its youth chapters from employing direct action protest as a method of resistance 
in the Jim Crow South because of the risks involved.64 The students were not protesting 
segregation directly, but they were engaging in behavior that white state officials considered 
“unruly” and thus putting themselves on the line as a result. That they were unconcerned or 
perhaps unaware of the national office’s aversion to direct action indicates the sometimes 
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loose connections between the NAACP’s local branches, state organizations, and the national 
leadership. As much as their effort took inspiration from and depended on that of plaintiffs 
elsewhere, the Durham students blazed their own trail, and their campaign to secure equality 
in higher education was unique in its approach. Beginning with a protest to make their cause 
known, the students also worked as a team throughout the legal process. No student plaintiff 
ever stood alone; in contrast to lawsuits elsewhere, they sued together and had other team 
members waiting in the wings to join the lawsuit when the time had arrived.65  
 Although the students’ campaign targeted the white state officials who had 
administrative oversight over NCC, they also had to pay careful attention to the head of the 
college, who had the power, and may have faced pressure to jeopardize their lawsuit or 
remove them from campus entirely. It was no accident that Epps and Walker took steps to 
initiate a lawsuit when they did. The inauguration of a new president opened new 
possibilities for the students’ movement. From his undergraduate years, Epps was familiar 
with President Elder, who he sensed would respond differently to student activism than his 
predecessor. Although officials for the NAACP, both at the national and local levels, warned 
against college presidents and other “colored citizens in high places who, in the presence of 
white people, put on the bandana…[and] call NAACP leaders ‘radicals’ and ‘trouble 
makers,’” the students hoped their project would remain uninhibited by Elder.66  
                                                
65 Minutes from the state NAACP’s executive meeting in January 1950 note the significance of the case against 
the University of North Carolina: “This action marks the first mass attempt on the part of Negro students to 
challenge a state’s right to deny admission to them in a state-supported university for whites.” [italics mine] 
Kelly Alexander, “Report to NC State Branch Executive Committee,” January 1950, “North Carolina State 
Conference, 1950,” Series A, Part 26: Selected Branch Files, 1940-1955, NAACP Papers, ProQuest. 
 
66 Gloster B. Current, remarks to the North Carolina State NAACP, June 1948, “North Carolina State 
Conference, 1948,” Series A, Part 26: Selected Branch Files, 1940-1955, NAACP Papers, ProQuest. Current 
was the director of branches for the national NAACP and warned against opposition not just from white 
Southerners but from black Southerners as well. While addressing the North Carolina branch, he remarked, 
 
339 
Toeing the Line 
 According to newspapers that covered the law students’ protest in March 1949, 
President Elder was unaware that his students had planned to march on the capitol, although 
he was probably not surprised given that some of them had been trying to gain admission to 
the law school in Chapel Hill for almost a year. When interviewed about the protest, Elder 
called it “ill-timed and unfortunate,” reported the Durham Morning Herald. The president 
had just entered his second year in office and feared that the timing of the students’ action 
would interfere with his ability to secure funds from the legislature to accomplish the 
essential task of upgrading the college physical plant. As the students marched outside, 
members of the General Assembly’s joint appropriations committee sat in the legislative 
chamber, hammering out the details of a permanent improvements bill that included Elder’s 
request for $2 million. Like countless leaders of state-funded black institutions, Elder feared 
that his job might be in jeopardy. He had reason to worry about retaliation, given the 
response from a member of his board of trustees, who was also a state representative. R. M. 
Gantt said he was “humiliated and mortified” when he saw the picket line and immediately 
thought about how his colleagues who called the students’ actions “reprehensible” might give 
North Carolina College “a black eye” in the appropriations process.67 
 Elder found himself caught between his students, whose complaints about the 
inadequacies of the law program he knew to be accurate, and state officials, who had 
regulatory and financial power over his institution. Aside from his brief comment about the 
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picket’s poor timing, Elder said nothing. He neither questioned the students’ right to protest 
nor pursued any disciplinary measures against them. Embedded in Elder’s response to the 
students’ protest were the seeds of a philosophy that he would articulate many years later: 
College students inhabited “dual roles” as citizens of the campus and of the larger 
community.68 As president, he would try not to intervene in students’ activities as citizens of 
that larger community. 
 The fact that North Carolina College did not suffer the anticipated "black eye" at the 
hands of the state legislature strengthened Elder's inclination to adopt a policy of non-
intervention. At the end of the 1949 session, NCC received the $2 million it had requested to 
continue work on several necessary building projects. Of the $2 million, $370,000 was 
earmarked to complete the construction of the James E. Shepard Memorial Library, which 
would enable the law school to move into the old library.69 While state officials objected to 
the "reprehensible" activity of the student picketers, they feared the possibility of integration 
more. By the spring of 1949, several developments had convinced white officials that the 
legal foundations of segregation were beginning to crumble, and it was only a matter of time 
before black students entered previously all-white institutions. As the applications of Epps 
and Walker sat on the desks of UNC administrators, NAACP lawyers made steady progress 
in the courts. That Heman Sweatt’s case in Texas, which asked directly whether a separate 
law school for African Americans satisfied the Fourteenth Amendment’s guarantee of 
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equality, was now before the Supreme Court gave white officials pause. The state's previous 
attempts at preserving segregation in higher education--from out-of-state tuition grants to 
regional education cooperatives to establishing graduate and professional programs at black 
colleges—were all under attack.70  
 The state legislature had no choice but to funnel more money to black institutions like 
North Carolina College if it wanted to maintain the illusion that it provided equal educational 
opportunities for black and white North Carolinians. White officials knew that they could not 
equalize black and white schools, even with the millions of dollars appropriated over the 
previous two sessions, nor could they accommodate the exploding demand for graduate and 
professional education among African Americans by duplicating every single program that 
existed at white institutions. Budgetary constraints and decades of neglect for black schools 
made such a large-scale equalization project impossible. Feeling the financial pressure and 
realizing that lawsuits would keep coming, other states in the border South had begun to 
desegregate their graduate and professional programs.71 North Carolina lawmakers, instead, 
seized upon their progressive reputation and sought to boost their immunity to potential legal 
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action by showing that they had done more for African American education than any of their 
southern neighbors. As a result, Elder received the funds he asked for, and his failure to 
intervene in the students' protest went unremarked. The new college president knew that in a 
court of law the state would have to prove not only that educational opportunities existed for 
black students but also that those opportunities were equal. At the same time, he knew that 
his position as the head of NCC was not guaranteed; the board of trustees could easily 
replace him should he be perceived an impediment to state officials' agenda. Thus, he walked 
a careful line between implementing his own vision for the college and placating white 
bureaucrats. 
 These two competing interests were on Elder’s mind as he prepared for his official 
inauguration as the second president of North Carolina College. The event, which took place 
on June 3, 1949, featured remarks from the governor, the superintendent of public 
instruction, a member of the college’s board of trustees, and a representative of alumni 
association. The speakers as well as the audience, which included the student body and 
representatives of educational institutions from across the country, eagerly awaited Elder’s 
inaugural address, which aimed to set the tone for his administration. Upon taking the 
podium, Elder sought to reassure the white men with decision-making authority over the 
black college. He stated, “The College, stands…as a symbol of the spirit of good will and 
cooperation between the races. It is an expression of hope of a struggling people. It 
represents a disposition on the part of leaders in the State to develop a university for the 
Negro people – an institution devoted to the development of Negro citizens.”72 Elder told the 
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white public officials what they wanted to hear, that the college stood as a monument to what 
could be accomplished through “good will” between black and white citizens of the state.  
 However, while Elder suggested that he was prepared to continue the rhetoric of 
“interracial cooperation” utilized by Shepard, he also suggested the ways in which he 
intended to chart a new course for the institution. “We must not tarry too long in praise of the 
past,” he warned. The college had emerged from its “pioneering phase,” having grown to 
occupy a formidable plant. Elder regarded it as his responsibility to lead the school into a 
new phase, one characterized by selective growth and refinement rather than expansion 
alone. There were many who wished to see black colleges add graduate and professional 
programs and become full-fledged universities, the equals of white institutions. This had 
been Shepard’s dream, but it had been continually deferred. Now, white officials in Raleigh 
wanted to expand NCC as proof of the state’s commitment to “providing educational 
facilities for Negroes equal to those made available to other citizens.”73 Elder used his 
inaugural address to state his commitment to enhancing the quality of the college, not merely 
the size of its plant. Although certain physical improvements were necessary to correct the 
decades of neglect experienced by North Carolina College, Elder expressed no interest in 
duplicating every program available to white students so that his school could serve as a 
bulwark against desegregation. 
 Instead, Elder told his audience that he wanted to focus on transforming NCC into an 
institution that would not merely impart knowledge but would fulfill its “obligation to 
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society” by “concentrating our efforts upon developing those qualities of spirit and action 
which motivate men to build the kind of world in which it is good for all men to live.” He 
believed it was the job of colleges and universities to move beyond teaching “facts and 
skills” and focus on developing in students a “faith in the democratic process.” Only then 
would the college produce graduates committed to furthering the common good. Many 
college campuses in the postwar era focused on encouraging students to become civically-
minded, but Elder believed that a firm understanding of democratic processes would help 
young African Americans, in particular, to navigate the outside world in which they were not 
yet considered equals. His envisioned the college as “a laboratory in which experiences are 
provided which enable the individual to grow” and “an experimental community in which 
freedom from the pressures of adult life offers the opportunity to develop and to test under 
controlled conditions certain techniques designed to improve attitudes and behaviors.”74  
 As much as Elder attempted to position NCC as a link between the students within and 
the society beyond its walls, the model of “democratic living” he described in his inaugural 
address was out of touch with the realities facing African Americans in the Jim Crow South. 
His early actions as president—emphasizing every student’s right to be heard and to propose 
policy—certainly helped to democratize relationships on campus but translated poorly to the 
political environment of North Carolina that denied black citizens of the state participation 
and representation.75 The president stated that NCC students would be taught to make use of 
existing democratic processes, but his emphasis on the importance of cultivating “good will” 
with white North Carolinians suggested that Elder’s interpretation of democracy remained 
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limited. Students should make use of the ballot, where possible, and write letters to 
lawmakers, he thought. But picketing outside the General Assembly—an action that risked 
upsetting “good will”—was not one of the democratic processes that Elder had in mind.  
 When confronted by the students’ direct action tactics, which reflected the evolution of 
the broader freedom struggle, Elder decided that his responsibilities as an administrator 
terminated at the boundaries of the campus. Accordingly, he opted to say very little about the 
students’ protest and discuss democracy in a strictly academic context. Neither encouraging 
nor obstructing the students’ movement for equality in professional education, Elder 
attempted to narrow his sphere of influence and adopt a middle-ground position. He resisted 
white state officials’ attempts to hold him accountable for students exercising their rights as 
citizens; likewise, he disappointed students and members of the African American 
community who would have preferred he take a bolder stance against the state’s neglect of 
black educational institutions. Over the next several years, the students’ campaign to open the 
doors of the University of North Carolina forced Elder to adapt and articulate his stance as an 
administrator bound by his duties to the institution yet moved by the energy that young 
people infused into the freedom struggle.  
 
A Last-Ditch Attempt to Save Segregation   
 To the government officials working in Raleigh who considered themselves progressive 
on issues of race relations, it was difficult to comprehend why African Americans remained 
dissatisfied with the recent, even historic, amounts of money appropriated to black public 
schools. The commitment to improving African American education from newly inaugurated 
governor Kerr Scott and long-term director of the division of Negro education, N. C. 
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Newbold, seemed, to many white state officials, the pinnacle of progress. Scott, a farmer 
from Alamance County, brought new ideas to Raleigh and spelled the end of the Shelby 
dynasty in North Carolina politics. He appeared receptive to the state NAACP’s seven-point 
plan for eliminating racial discrimination to the extent that the state organization’s president, 
Kelly Alexander, cancelled a planned march on Raleigh to demand increased funding for 
black education and integration at the graduate and professional levels. Perhaps of the 
greatest significance was Scott’s declaration before a white audience of dairy farmers: “It is 
time North Carolina stops dodging the Negro question [and agrees to] follow through and see 
that the minority race has a fair opportunity.”76 Despite Scott’s pledge to appoint black 
representatives to state boards and committees—including placing H.L. Trigg, the African 
American president of St. Augustine’s College, on the state board of education—Alexander’s 
organization continued to pressure the state to integrate higher education.77 Trigg may have 
been the first African American appointee on the board, but black representation in state 
politics was just one part of a much larger agenda to achieve racial equality, even if it 
represented a “radical” change for much of the state’s white population.  
 Seventy-seven-year-old Newbold, who had long advocated increased state funding for 
black schools, amplified his calls on state lawmakers to fund, repair, and rebuild school 
buildings for black children throughout North Carolina during Scott’s administration. The 
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“unspeakably poor” conditions preserved inequality between black and white North 
Carolinians and prevented the state from fulfilling its obligation to African American 
citizens, in Newbold’s view. Informed white North Carolinians had come to believe in the 
soundness of Newbold’s philosophy, that every child, regardless of race or economic status, 
should enjoy equality of opportunity in education. Like Newbold, they understood that 
spending public funds to bring black schools up to standard was the only way they could 
continue to justify segregation.78 Although black North Carolinians appreciated Newbold’s 
life’s work and Scott’s promises when weighed against countless white supremacists who 
resisted paying a single tax dollar to black schools, they believed they deserved more from 
the hands of the state. African Americans, through the NAACP and the North Carolina 
Teachers Association, continued to critique the state’s negligence with regard to black 
schools from the pages of black newspapers and increasingly through legal action or public 
protest.79 
 The frequency with which black communities resorted to protest or litigation disturbed 
white state officials, for these methods violated the hierarchy they had set in place for 
managing the dual school system. As they understood it, students and parents should take 
their grievances to any one of the intermediaries that reported to Newbold as the director of 
Negro education. Working through principals, college presidents, school board officials, or 
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superintendents, white state officials aimed to address the concerns of black communities. As 
frustrated as they were by African Americans employing public and confrontational tactics, 
Newbold and his colleagues redoubled their efforts to lobby for the equalization of black and 
white schools.    
 The law students’ picket outside the capitol building, combined with their pending 
applications to UNC, indicated to white state officials that they would likely face a lawsuit in 
the near future. The threat of a lawsuit pressed them to act quickly to address the specific 
concern that the law school at NCC was unaccredited. The funds appropriated to complete 
the new library at NCC made accreditation possible, for the old library could be used by the 
law school, but not immediately; indeed, the new library would not open until the fall of 
1951. Hence, a stamp of approval by the American Bar Association was still years down the 
line. While accreditation would not necessarily demonstrate equality between the NCC and 
UNC law schools, state officials thought it would bolster their narrative that North Carolina 
did more for black education than any other state in the South. Furthermore, the law students 
had framed their protest around the issue of accreditation as clear evidence of disparity 
between the institutions. They were no longer willing to wait for long overdue appropriations 
to make gradual improvements on campus—a stance summarized succinctly on one of their 
placards: “Don’t Promise Us Any Longer: Do Something Now!”80  
 On April 1, 1949, NCC law student Robert David Glass joined Harold Epps and James 
Walker by submitting an application to the law school at UNC.81 Glass was from rural 
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Wetumpka, Alabama and had attended NCC as an undergraduate after getting out of the 
Army. He opted to stay at the college to complete his law degree and formally entered the 
program in the fall of 1948 with Floyd McKissick. The third application from an African 
American wishing to attend the law school prompted Chapel Hill administrators to inform 
state officials that they were on a clock. UNC law school Dean Robert Wettach told 
Chancellor Robert House that he would notify all other applicants of their admission status 
by May 1, and so they must respond to the black applicants in some way, shape, or form. On 
May 9, 1949, university officials informed Epps, Walker, and Glass that they were returning 
their applications due to the fact that the state maintained a law school for African Americans 
at the North Carolina College at Durham. The students tried to appeal the decision to the 
board of trustees and to Governor Scott, but their efforts amounted to naught. The governor 
and the state attorney general had decided that for legal reasons, the university would handle 
all further communication regarding the students’ applications.82 With their letters of 
rejection in hand, the law students met with attorney Conrad Pearson and prepared to file a 
lawsuit against the university. Pearson was in contact with the state and national offices of 
the NAACP, both of which stood ready and willing to support the students’ case. Kelly 
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Alexander started brainstorming fundraising efforts for legal costs, and Robert Carter agreed 
to travel to Durham to help Pearson file the complaint.83 
 In the meantime, state officials tried to expedite the accreditation process for the NCC 
law school, hoping that this would insulate the state from an unfavorable outcome in the 
courts. State Attorney General, Harry McMullan, consulted John Hervey of the American Bar 
Association, to inquire whether they could use temporary buildings to provide the Durham 
law school with adequate space pending the construction of the new library on campus. 
Hervey replied that temporary facilities were likely enough to secure accreditation from his 
organization, and McMullan relayed this news to President Elder, whom he told to draw up 
plans for the building project. At the end of August 1949, the state legislature, now out of 
session, authorized $20,000 from its Contingency and Emergency Fund to renovate the Avery 
Building—the old wood-frame auditorium on campus—and erect a small temporary building 
to house the law facilities. The administration used a portion of the money to create private 
offices for the law professors and to purchase new furniture and more than seventeen stacks 
for the law library.84  
 North Carolina College began the fall semester of 1949 with twenty-eight students 
enrolled in the law school. At the end of October, they moved into the newly renovated and 
refurbished buildings, designed to earn the ABA’s approval. The students jokingly referred to 
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their new home as “Epps Hall” to recognize the role played by their colleague, who by 
pressing for admission to UNC had forced state officials to fund necessary improvements to 
their campus. Visitors from the ABA arrived on campus in early November, and according to 
attorney general McMillan, the law school was on track to secure accreditation by the spring 
of 1950. Accreditation certainly increased the prestige of the law school and the institution, 
and it allowed graduates of the program to take the bar exam and practice in a number of 
states across the country.85 But this meant little for Epps and his peers who prepared to 
graduate. The damage had already been done and no amount of construction or remodeling 
could undo it.  
 Along with the new library under construction, North Carolina College stood to gain a 
public health building, music and fine arts building, gymnasium, classroom building, and 
residence hall within the coming years. Paid for by the state’s long overdue appropriations to 
the college in 1947 and 1949, these additions to the campus plant attempted to cover up, 
literally with brick and mortar, the racial inequalities that remained in higher education. But 
the students knew that they could only hope to achieve educational equality by tearing down 
walls rather than building new ones. As journalist Louis Austin stated, the state of North 
Carolina had reached a breaking point in the history of its segregated institutions: “Sooner or 
later we are going to have to face the fact…that Negro schools are not and never have been 
equal to those provided for white citizens,” he wrote. “It is then that maybe we will awaken 
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to the grim reality that this State is not financially able to provide two equal educational 
systems. It is then that we will realize that what we are now doing to defend the dual system 
of education is futile.”86 
 
A Dual Education System on Trial 
 On October 24, 1949, attorney Conrad Pearson filed a lawsuit against the University 
of North Carolina on behalf of North Carolina College law students Harold Epps and Robert 
David Glass. James Walker, Jr. was unable to serve as a plaintiff, having left NCC for 
Boston, where he sought refuge from the segregated classroom by enrolling in Boston 
University’s School of Law.87 A variety of delays meant that the court did not actually hear 
the case for the best part of a year. While the lawyers in North Carolina negotiated 
postponements and kept a watchful eye on the NAACP’s other desegregation cases, Epps 
completed his legal education at NCC and became a licensed attorney. Glass returned home 
to Alabama and thus was no longer a resident of North Carolina and eligible to participate in 
the suit. Determined to see the legal battle continue, Floyd McKissick and five of his NCC 
law colleagues applied for admission to UNC in January 1950. The law school promptly 
rejected the six applicants on the basis of their race, and the NAACP attorneys filed a 
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“Motion of Intervention” to replace Epps and Glass with the new plaintiffs: McKissick, 
Harvey Beech, Perry B. Gilliard, James Lassiter, Walter Nivins, and Sol Revis.88  
 Due to out-of-state moves, graduations, and changes in life circumstances, the list of 
plaintiffs continued to shift throughout the lawsuit. By the time the case went to trial in 
August of 1950, Beech, Gilliard, and Nivins had withdrawn, leaving Lassiter, McKissick, 
and Revis to continue. A new plaintiff, J. Kenneth Lee, joined them after completing his first 
year at NCC law.89 Lee grew up in a large family in a small town in rural Richmond County, 
but he moved to Greensboro in 1941 to attend North Carolina A & T College. Lee studied 
electrical engineering and was an excellent student, on track to finish his degree in three 
years, but he was drafted six weeks prior to graduation. In the Navy, Lee took advanced 
engineering courses and at the end of the war, he picked up where he left off at A&T, 
completing his degree in a matter of months. But Lee discovered that his career options as a 
black engineer were limited in his home state. For lack of an alternative, Lee taught 
engineering at his alma mater for three years following graduation. Lacking a passion for 
teaching, he began to investigate a career in law and grew frustrated that his law school 
options were also limited. Lee entered the law program at NCC in the fall of 1949 and 
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quickly learned that a number of students there were in the process of launching a lawsuit. 
When the case needed an additional plaintiff, Lee was ready and willing to sign on.90  
 Although he had withdrawn from the lawsuit due to a technical problem with his 
application, Harvey Beech, Lee’s classmate and best friend, fervently supported the lawsuit 
from the sidelines. Beech, who hailed from Kinston, had overlapped with McKissick as an 
undergraduate at Morehouse before the war. As a college football player, Beech had 
sustained a serious injury and thus qualified for a deferment from the draft, so had completed 
his degree while the majority of his peers fought overseas. Although Beech was a trained 
barber and cut hair to pay for tuition, he had always wanted to become a lawyer to fight 
racial injustice. In the back of his mind, he retained an image of the Kinston courthouse, 
where the scales of justice were prominently displayed within sight of a spring water fountain 
with separate sides for “white” and “colored.” In the fall of 1949, Beech enrolled in the law 
school at NCC and quickly got to know the other plaintiffs in the case through his 
involvement in the law school fraternity.91  
 Compared to other desegregation cases, the North Carolina College lawsuit, known 
first as Epps et al. v. Carmichael et al. and then as McKissick et al. v. Carmichael et al., was 
unique for its formidable list of students involved. This was not a case of an isolated law 
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student willing to take a risk and sue the historically white university.92 Rather, a team of 
students, who had gotten to know each other through their tight-knit educational experience 
at NCC law school, decided to take on UNC as a collective.  
 The lawyers in Epps/McKissick were also part of a larger team. Pearson managed the 
case locally, but NAACP LDF counsellors Robert L. Carter, Thurgood Marshall, and 
Spottswood Robinson assisted him heartily.93 At the time of the NCC students’ case filing, 
the LDF staff were knee deep in preparations for arguing Sweatt and McLaurin before the 
Supreme Court. Because the hearings in these cases were scheduled for April 1950, Pearson 
asked for the Epps/McKissick trial to be postponed, pending the outcome at the Supreme 
Court. The lawyers representing UNC preferred a delay also and hoped the Court’s decision, 
particularly in Sweatt, would help their cause. North Carolina Attorney General Harry 
McMullan, who headed the University’s defense team, was one of ten southern attorneys 
general to file an amicus curiae brief supporting the state of Texas in Sweatt, and he was 
eager to observe a preview of the NAACP’s strategy—the same one that the civil rights 
organization would likely use against him in North Carolina. In March 1950, attorneys for 
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both sides asked for a continuance, and Judge Johnson Jay Hayes agreed to postpone the trial 
until the Supreme Court had spoken.94 
 In two historic decisions released on the same day, June 5, 1950, the Supreme Court 
ruled in favor of the black students represented by the NAACP. In Sweatt and McLaurin, the 
Court’s majority determined that the states of Texas and Oklahoma, respectively, had violated 
the Equal Protection Clause by denying Sweatt admission and admitting McLaurin on a 
segregated basis. The Sweatt decision reiterated the NAACP's claims that a sound education 
included "qualities incapable of objective measurement,” or, intangible aspects of segregation 
that had to be evaluated when determining equality. For the first time, the Court ordered an 
all-white institution, the University of Texas, to admit a black student, and justices would 
apply this precedent down the road in Brown. In McLaurin, the Court issued another 
important precedent, setting forth standards by which black students must be admitted to 
previously white institutions. In short, the Court signaled that schools could not simply 
reestablish the color line inside their gates. While the Court struck down segregation in each 
case, its rulings were limited to the circumstances at hand and did not tackle the Plessy 
precedent directly.95   
 In the aftermath of Sweatt and McLaurin, lawyers from around the country and 
NAACP leaders met at a conference in New York where they discussed how to implement 
the Court's decisions. The group concluded that the biggest challenge was to find plaintiffs 
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willing to sue to apply the precedents throughout the South. Thurgood Marshall knew that the 
Court's recent decisions meant that segregation in all levels of public education hung by a 
mere thread. At the NAACP’s annual convention in 1950, the organization’s leaders agreed 
that all subsequent lawsuits would focus on obtaining non-segregated education and nothing 
less. “The complete destruction of all enforced segregation is in sight," declared Thurgood 
Marshall.96 One of the first steps on this path was Epps/McKissick.  
 Even with the NAACP’s victory in hand, the NCC students and their lawyers prepared 
for a protracted fight. Editor Louis Austin, who had supported the case from the beginning, 
referred to the students’ case as “the opening gun of a long battle in which the plaintiffs…are 
prepared for reverses, disappointments and setbacks that may take them to the Supreme 
Court.” From the other side, Attorney General McMullan and the rest of the university’s 
lawyers remained pessimistic about their chances given the Court’s recent interpretation of 
what constituted equality in education. McMullan prepared to draw a distinction between the 
case against UNC and Sweatt. Whereas state officials in Texas had set up a law school for 
African Americans with great haste, over the course of a matter of months, the law school at 
NCC had been up and running since 1940 and was comparatively advanced.97 The state 
hoped to show that North Carolina had a long-standing commitment to providing high-
quality education to its African American citizens; if any institution could meet the “separate 
but equal” test, it was North Carolina College.  
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 After months of anticipation, the NCC students’ trial began on August 28, 1950 in front 
of Judge Hayes in the Middle District Court of North Carolina. The plaintiffs remained 
confident in their legal team, who, between them, had amassed several significant victories 
for the NAACP. “We had a blue ribbon panel of lawyers,” recalled J. Kenneth Lee, reflecting 
the students’ appreciation for their network of invested supporters, which extended even 
beyond the individuals who participated in courtroom arguments. The legal team first 
established the major differences between the law school at UNC, which was established in 
1845 and had been regularly graduating students since 1900, and the law program at NCC, 
which emerged in 1939 but did not hold its first classes until 1940. This differential had 
given the law school at UNC nearly a 100-year lead on building a quality facility and 
establishing a reputation and alumni network that would serve graduates as they prepared to 
embark on their careers. Disparate funding from the state had also hampered the NCC law 
school from the beginning. The program had subsisted by borrowing resources and 
professors from UNC and Duke. As of 1950, visiting professors from the neighboring 
universities still filled two of the six faculty positions at NCC law.98 
 Due to the limited opportunities for black lawyers more generally, the four full-time 
faculty members at NCC had limited experience and training. Whereas multiple professors at 
UNC had been engaged in private practice and government service, allowing them to mentor 
students in these areas, only one full-time professor at NCC had such experience. Dean 
Turner was the only professor at NCC who had previous experience teaching in a law school. 
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None of his colleagues had published law review articles, and the program did not have a law 
review where its students could gain hands-on experience in the craft of legal writing. The 
comparatively small faculty at NCC was overworked and underpaid, and the professors had a 
heavier teaching load and received less compensation than their counterparts in Chapel Hill. 
Due to the program’s small size and limitations, NCC offered a narrower curriculum than 
UNC. With just twenty-eight students enrolled at NCC, the aspiring lawyers lacked the 
opportunity to interact with a larger and more diverse group of peers, which, in turn, 
decreased their chances of associating with fellow law students who might go on to occupy 
positions of legal influence.99 
 The disparities between the law schools extended to the physical plants. The law school 
at UNC, housed in a brick building designed expressly for the program, had three 
classrooms, two reading rooms, library stacks, a study room, a moot courtroom, and eight 
faculty offices. Due to overcrowding caused by the postwar enrollment increase, the law 
school also made use of two temporary wooden structures to serve as study spaces and 
faculty offices, but construction was underway to renovate the law school and expand the 
facility. Conversely, the law school at NCC still operated out of its temporary headquarters in 
the old wood-framed auditorium. The renovation designed to secure the program’s ABA 
accreditation had produced space for three classrooms, one reading room, and a few faculty 
offices. Whereas the UNC law library had 64,000 volumes and 17 sets of North Carolina 
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Reports, the NCC law library possessed 30,000 volumes and 5 sets of North Carolina 
Reports, only recently acquired.100  
 While the NAACP lawyers carefully catalogued the quantitative and qualitative 
differences between the two schools, they also argued that the recent improvements made at 
NCC—which the attorneys for the state emphasized repeatedly—resulted from hasty 
decision-making by North Carolina lawmakers eager to insulate themselves against a lawsuit. 
The makeshift improvements were not part of a long-term plan, nor were they well thought 
out, and they could not hope to remedy decades of neglect in educational opportunity in a 
matter of years. Led by Thurgood Marshall, the NAACP lawyers, as they had done in Sweatt, 
showed that no matter the amount of money invested by the state, the law program at NCC 
would never be substantively equal to that at UNC. In terms of intangible qualities—things 
like the school’s prestige and the benefits gained from association with peers who would go 
on to assume the ranks of the state’s legal establishment—the law school at Chapel Hill was 
far ahead with its alumni serving as some of the most distinguished lawyers in the state.101  
 The NAACP lawyers assembled a list of expert witnesses from law schools around the 
country who testified to the fact that these intangible qualities made a difference in terms of 
graduates’ ability to succeed professionally. They supported the plaintiffs’ claims that it was 
not possible to have equality when one institution exposed its students to 75 percent of the 
population and the other exposed its students to a mere 25 percent. The NAACP attorneys 
made use of social scientific evidence arguing that segregated educational environments 
could never be equal. “The fact that the College Law School has been set up and is limited to 
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only those classified as Negroes,” they argued, “is, in itself, a denial of the equal protection 
of the laws within the meaning of the Fourteenth Amendment. The lawyers’ star witness was 
Dean Erwin N. Griswold of Harvard Law School who concluded, “On every point of 
comparison, North Carolina College is secondary to the University of North Carolina.”102 
Seeking to break the connection with Sweatt, lawyers for the defense asked Griswold if the 
state created the NCC law program as a means to dodge the Supreme Court’s recent rulings. 
Griswold admitted that the North Carolina case was less clear-cut than those in Texas and 
Oklahoma, as administrators at NCC had made a “bona fide effort to operate a good law 
school.” But a bona fide effort over the previous decade had resulted in only an adequate law 
school for African Americans, not one that was substantially equal.103    
 Knowing they would have difficulty proving substantive equality between the two 
programs, lawyers for UNC focused their case on chronicling the history of state support for 
the Durham institution, and they hoped Judge Hayes would accept the state’s “good faith” 
effort as sufficient to dismiss the students’ Fourteenth Amendment challenge. Attorney 
General McMullan stated that North Carolina had maintained “at great expense” the law 
school at North Carolina College, pouring several millions of dollars into the institution in 
recent years. McMullan made no mention of the fact that the state had appropriated such 
funds in reaction to pending litigation; rather, he rested his argument on the fact that NCC 
was one of the oldest and best public colleges for African Americans in the South. In 
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contrast, the defense attorneys pointed to overcrowding and aged UNC buildings in need of 
renovation, as if to suggest that per capita UNC students had fewer resources at their 
disposal. To combat charges that intangible qualities made the schools unequal, McMullan’s 
team suggested that segregation patterns in the larger legal profession made these arguments 
moot. Black attorneys would serve a majority-black clientele and thus there was no 
demonstrable benefit to having access to a network of white UNC graduates, they argued.104 
 To make their case that North Carolina College was a strong institution under sound 
leadership, the University lawyers relied on the testimony of two key witnesses: NCC 
President Alfonso Elder and Dean of the Law School, Albert Turner. McMullan and his 
colleagues summoned Elder and Turner for pre-trial preparation meetings and regarded the 
administrators as part of the defense team. Eager to prove that the state had invested 
sufficient resources to make NCC a quality institution, the university lawyers asked President 
Elder to prepare a document detailing the variety of programs available at his institution at 
the undergraduate and graduate level.105 Elder compiled the requested information in a report 
entitled, “The Problem of Graduate and Professional Work at the North Carolina College at 
Durham,” which highlighted the many majors and concentrations available at NCC, and 
pointed out the academic disparities between the black and white institutions. UNC, for 
example, offered graduate and professional courses leading to the master’s degree in thirty-
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six academic areas compared to just thirteen areas at NCC; moreover, UNC offered doctoral 
work in twenty-five fields whereas NCC offered no doctoral coursework.106  
 In the report, Elder communicated the urgency of the problem and made his 
recommendations clear. It was only a matter of time before lawsuits developed in other areas 
of graduate or professional study. As the administrator of out-of-state tuition grants for 
African American students, Elder knew that applications were on the rise and, at the same 
time, black students were applying to graduate and professional programs at UNC. State 
officials would do well to meet their obligation to African American students and provide 
substantially equal educational opportunities as soon as possible rather than wait for legal 
challenges to force their hands, he said. Instead of duplicating graduate and professional 
offerings in each area, Elder suggested that his college continue its cooperative relationship 
with UNC to share faculty members in some subjects, so long as the state stood prepared to 
supply the necessary equipment and facilities to support an efficient expansion in graduate 
course offerings at his institution. Elder did not state directly his support for desegregation as 
a remedy, but he communicated to the legal team that tension existed between his private 
opinion and his public stance. Acknowledging the strength of the movement to eliminate 
segregation in educational institutions, Elder said that private individuals “have the right to 
be either for or against the movement,” but individuals in his position, as officials of state 
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educational institutions, “have the responsibility to operate…under existing policies and laws 
of the State.”107 
 Despite Elder’s honest assessment of his college’s deficiencies, university lawyers used 
his report as evidence of the strength of the state’s commitment to African American higher 
education. Because the president of the black college under review had proposed a path 
forward that involved an expansion of the dual education system, McMullan argued that 
desegregation—or the remedy requested by the plaintiffs—was unnecessary. The state could 
resolve educational inequalities by creating new opportunities at Elder’s institution. Before 
the trial began, the defense team had prepped its witnesses by providing them with a list of 
items to include in their testimonies. They expected Dean Turner and President Elder to 
testify to the “character of the institution” over which they presided and describe the 
opportunities afforded to their students rather than the opportunities they lacked.108  
 When the lawyers for the NAACP had the chance to question Elder and Turner, they 
cut to the heart of the matter and asked whether the law programs at NCC and UNC were 
equal to one another. Both men dodged the question, suggesting that they did not have 
enough in-depth knowledge of UNC to compare the two law schools accurately. Turner 
suggested that NCC did a good job of teaching its students and testified to the enormous 
pride in the institution among both students and faculty. On specific points, such as the age of 
the school and its reputation within the state, Turner said there was no question that NCC 
lagged behind UNC, but he declined to answer directly the question of whether the law 
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365 
schools were equal. President Elder remained similarly evasive on the stand when cross-
examined by Thurgood Marshall. He admitted that UNC offered more courses taught by 
more faculty in more areas, and had a bigger library and overall campus than NCC—his 
report had stated as much—but he refused to offer an overall opinion as to whether the 
institutions were equivalent. When pressed further by Marshall, Elder recounted the ways in 
which NCC had developed from its founding to the present, accomplishing much good for 
African Americans in North Carolina and contributing to the state’s system of public 
education.109  
 Faced with the question of equality, Elder considered several factors. The financial 
well-being of the college weighed on his mind as did his own economic security. So too did 
the students’ interests and their movement to open the doors of the historically white 
university. The movement’s success did not hinge on Elder’s response, but an unequivocal 
statement of inequality from the president would have represented a welcome sign of 
encouragement for the students, a voice of affirmation from an unlikely source. The 
university lawyers, on the other hand, relied on Elder to negate the NAACP’s argument that 
educational opportunities at NCC were substantially unequal to those offered at UNC. 
Elder’s choice to avoid weighing in on the matter of equality entirely reflected his thinking 
that his statements as a state educational official must remain free of influence from his 
beliefs as a private citizen.110 The college president’s pride in his institution was also on 
display. The line of questioning by the NAACP lawyers at times made Elder feel as though 
the quality of his own institution was on trial instead of the state government, which had 
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neglected African Americans for so long. Despite the inequalities that persisted, NCC’s 
leaders had struggled to build the best institution possible under the least desirable 
circumstances. To admit inequality was, in a way, to admit defeat.  
 Elder’s evasiveness won him praise from UNC officials, who expressed their gratitude 
for his testimony while acknowledging that the trial had placed him in “a difficult position.” 
Carolina Times editor Louis Austin, in contrast, criticized Elder’s performance on the stand 
and referred to him as the “most pathetic figure to appear…during the entire trial.” Austin 
suspected that Elder tried to “make secure his job as president,” but no excuse could justify 
the president’s “long extraneous diatribes” on the witness stand, which Austin said made him 
a fitting subject for J. Saunders Redding’s Stranger and Alone.111 For Austin and many other 
black North Carolinians active in the desegregation campaign, the only acceptable response 
was for Elder to state clearly that the state had denied African Americans their Fourteenth 
Amendment rights by chronically underfunding his school and upholding segregation. The 
flat portrayal of Elder on the pages of Austin’s newspaper glossed over the complexity of the 
situation he faced as a state employee expected to perform a role for the defense regardless of 
his personal beliefs. But Austin’s rhetoric accurately reflected the spirit among movement 
participants that the fight for equality required all hands on deck. 
 Over the course of the six-week trial, the defense spun every victory for which 
Presidents Shepard and Elder had labored so long and hard as a reason the student plaintiffs 
did not need access to the white institution. The state legislature had suddenly decided to 
                                                
111 After the trial, McMullan wrote to Turner and Elder to thank them for their testimony. McMullan said to 
Elder, “I feel that you and Dean Turner did everything which could be done to help us to present to the Court 
the facts involved in the litigation.” President Carmichael also thanked Elder, calling his testimony “one of the 
greatest ‘acts of faith’ that I have ever heard.” Carmichael said that he understood the trial had put Elder in “a 
difficult position,” and he thanked him for his service. McMullan to Elder and Turner, 1 September 1950, 
Carmichael to Turner and Elder, 6 September 1950, both in Folder 108, Box 1:4, Series 1, CP; “Hearings End in 
Law School Case,” Carolina Times, 2 September 1950. 
 
367 
appropriate millions of dollars after denying budget request after budget request from North 
Carolina College, and, according to arguments made by the defense, this stood as an example 
of the state’s progressivism, apparently sufficient to erase decades of neglect by the 
lawmakers. Defense lawyers touted the fact that students at NCC law had successfully passed 
the state bar as a reason they did not require access to Chapel Hill. That they admired their 
faculty members and felt they received good instruction apparently meant they had no need 
to transfer. This perverse line of argument persuaded Judge Hayes that no evidence of 
discrimination existed. On October 9, 1950, he announced his decision that the two law 
schools were “substantially equal” and thus there was no violation of the Fourteenth 
Amendment.112 
 Three weeks after Judge Hayes issued his ruling, the students’ attorneys filed an appeal. 
While both parties awaited a ruling from the Fourth Circuit Court of Appeals in Richmond, 
the university moved forward with an examination of its admissions policy. Given the 
Supreme Court’s ruling in Sweatt, as well as subsequent cases that ordered historically white 
universities to desegregate professional and/or graduate programs, lawyers for the university 
were not convinced that Judge Hayes’ decision would stand.113 In the months following the 
Epps/McKissick ruling, moreover, the university experienced an uptick in the number of 
applications from African Americans wishing to attend Chapel Hill’s graduate and 
professional programs, particularly the School of Medicine, for which no counterpart existed 
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at the state’s black colleges. At least one applicant had filed a lawsuit. Knowing the 
University might lose the next round, UNC President Gordon Gray, who had replaced acting 
president Carmichael, called a special meeting of the executive committee of the board of 
trustees to reconsider the admission of qualified black applicants. On March 22, 1951, Gray 
recommended to the committee that the institution change its admissions policy to consider 
graduate and professional applicants regardless of race or color for programs not offered at 
the state’s black colleges. The president’s chief motivation was to put an end to the pending 
lawsuit targeting the medical school, but the change in policy would also desegregate those 
graduate programs not offered by NCC or A&T. With one dissenting vote, Gray’s 
recommendation passed the committee with the understanding that the full board would need 
to approve it.114   
 In the meantime, on March 27, 1951, a three-judge panel of the Fourth Circuit reversed 
Judge Hayes’ decision, instructing the university to lift its ban against qualified black 
applicants to the law school. Judge Morris Ames Soper, writing the opinion, stated that the 
North Carolina College program was clearly inferior on account of the institution’s 
comparatively short history, which had implications for the overall reputation of the law 
program. Soper also laid out several tangible differences between the programs from the 
qualifications of the faculty to the depth of the curriculum. The appeals court stated plainly 
that the Supreme Court’s precedent from Sweatt applied; even if the circumstances of the 
cases were different, the principles were the same. In the case where substantive equality was 
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lacking, the university could not continue to bar African American students from its programs 
because of the color of their skin.115 
 When the full board of trustees met in April to consider the proposal put forth by 
President Gray’s commission, the body unanimously voted to support an appeal to the 
Supreme Court of the Fourth Circuit’s decision to fight the desegregation of the law school. 
They also voted overwhelmingly—sixty to fifteen—to change the admissions policy to allow 
limited desegregation at the graduate and professional level, despite several strong voices of 
dissent. The staunchest defenders of segregation among them argued that such a proposal 
would lead to integration at all levels of education and interracial marriage. The majority of 
the trustees thought that making a minimal change to the school’s admissions policy would 
ward off subsequent lawsuits based on a lack of opportunity for black North Carolinians.116 
The university also faced pressure to desegregate from national professional bodies. The 
Association of American Law Schools, for example, had recently ruled that no law school 
that maintained a policy of segregation could remain a member of its organization. If they 
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voted to allow limited desegregation, the majority of the trustees thought, they could free up 
university officials to prepare their appeal to the Supreme Court.117 
 As it turned out, the university failed to receive a hearing for its appeal, as the Supreme 
Court of the United States refused to grant certiorari to the case, thus allowing the Fourth 
Circuit’s decision to stand. On June 4, 1951, the legal fight ended. Plaintiffs Floyd 
McKissick, James Lassiter, and Kenneth Lee immediately enrolled for the summer session at 
the University of North Carolina School of Law. Their peer, Harvey Beech, joined them after 
cheering them on throughout the legal battle. Also in the summer session, Gwendolyn 
Harrison desegregated the University’s doctoral program in Spanish, becoming the first 
African American student to enter the graduate school.118 In the fall semester of 1951, James 
R. Walker, Jr. returned from Boston to join his former classmates in the law school. The same 
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Desegregating UNC  
 Floyd McKissick never anticipated that the struggle to acquire equal educational 
opportunities for African Americans at the graduate and professional level would take quite 
so long. He assumed that given North Carolina’s reputation in the South as “a state of 
constraint” and the NAACP’s steady stream of victories before the Supreme Court, white 
state officials might decide to admit a black law student voluntarily in order to make the 
lawsuit go away. Instead, the state fought the lawsuit tooth and nail, ensnaring the plaintiffs 
in a legal battle that lasted the better part of two years. Thus, by the time the Supreme Court 
had spoken, McKissick had already earned his L.L.B. from North Carolina College’s law 
school. Still, the lead plaintiff from the lawsuit entered UNC anyway, enrolling in one class 
during the summer session for symbolic reasons. Thurgood Marshall knew McKissick could 
withstand the pressure and hostility coming from segregationists, and so he asked McKissick 
to go and prove to white North Carolinians that black North Carolinians remained perfectly 
capable of succeeding academically at UNC.120  
 The pioneering students had to be “ready to fight,” McKissick remembered. He 
recalled that he and his colleagues had to have a razor focus, not letting anything distract 
them, for “there was enough distraction on the basis of race and what people would say.” 
Most professors ignored the black students on campus. “Maybe one professor would be nice 
and speak, but many of them wouldn’t,” McKissick said. Kenneth Lee concurred and 
explained that the professors’ cold-shoulder attitudes lasted: “I’ve got some teachers that 
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taught me down there [in Chapel Hill]…who haven’t spoken to me today.” Some law 
professors avoided calling on the black students altogether because they refused to use the 
title “Mister” in front of their names, as was customary in the classroom.121  
 The attitudes of white students toward their black peers were no better. The 
administration decided to place the black students who requested dormitory housing on the 
third floor of Steele Building. Crowded campus conditions due to the number of veterans 
taking advantage of the G.I. Bill did not stop the university from allocating the entire floor to 
the black students to avoid desegregating the dorms. Beech and Lee referred to the top floor 
of Steele as “the buzzard’s roost” and remembered white students shouting up from below, 
“What you niggers doing up there?” McKissick said that white students snuck into his room 
while he was out, leaving a snake in the clothes drawer on one occasion and pouring water all 
over his clothes. Racial tensions on campus remained high, Beech recalled: “There could 
have been an explosion at any time.”122   
 The cafeteria in Lenoir Hall was a frequent site of confrontation. During his summer 
session, McKissick had his cafeteria tray knocked out of his hands by white students. Pushed 
to his limit, McKissick went through the line one day and announced, “I intend to eat today, 
and I don’t intend to let anybody knock any tray out of my hand[s] anymore.” It stopped after 
that, McKissick recalled, after “I let them know.” Lee and Beech remembered arriving at 
Lenoir for lunch one day to find three white deputy sheriffs, on campus for some kind of 
training, blocking their path. They stood on the brick walkway, armed, with their arms 
crossed, as if to intimidate the black students. Lee turned to Beech and said, “If we turn 
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around now, we might as well walk on back home 'cause, you know, this ain’t no time to 
retreat.” In response, Beech asked Lee if he was prepared to die that day. Fortunately, a 
sympathetic white student rushed ahead of Beech and Lee before they confronted the 
sheriffs, and said, “Pardon me, fellows.” They moved out of the way. “You had to challenge 
every damn thing,” Beech recalled of the incident. “You couldn’t stand back and 
negotiate…Everywhere you went there was some obstacle, you know? And you just had to 
tear it down.”123 
 Football season presented a new obstacle for the black students. McKissick had 
finished his symbolic summer semester and had left to pursue civil rights work in Durham. 
James Lassiter decided to transfer at the end of the summer session and complete his degree 
elsewhere. James Walker then joined Beech and Lee, enrolling in the fall semester of 1951 
and quickly learning what his classmates had encountered during the previous months. In 
advance of the first home game of the season, the three men received tickets to a segregated 
section of the football stadium with seats behind the goal posts rather than in the student 
section. Chancellor House had hoped the students would not make use of the tickets, telling 
Beech, “Young man, I know you all didn’t come over here to go to the football game. You all 
came to go to law school.”124 The students insisted on going to the game, however, and they 
refused to accept the Jim Crow tickets. Walker wrote to the chancellor, “I am a part of the 
student body and want to cheer and express school spirit as part of the student body…not be 
set apart…in an undignified and humiliating manner.” Chancellor House denied that the 
federal order to desegregate the law school included extracurricular activities like sporting 
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events, and the students had to have their attorneys draw up another lawsuit before university 
officials retreated and sent Walker, Beech, and Lee their rightful tickets in the student section. 
A letter from the chancellor saying that he hoped the students “got sense enough” not to 
attend accompanied the tickets. He explained that alumni who had never seen black and 
white people sitting together at a sporting event might respond violently. Flanked by “[white] 
students who were friendly to our cause,” Lee recalls, they went to the football game and sat 
in the student section without incident.125  
 Support from white classmates helped to make the black law students’ experience on 
campus more bearable. Before they entered the University, the NCC students taking part in 
the lawsuit knew supporters existed among the UNC faculty and student body, particularly at 
the graduate level.126 In the spring of 1949, attorney Conrad Pearson encountered a small 
group of students in Chapel Hill who had formed a “non-partisan committee to aid Harold 
Epps in gaining admission” and pledged to “pave the way for his cordial reception.”127 
Several petitions to university administrators and articles in the student newspaper, the Daily 
Tar Heel, also testify to the small, but significant, levels of support for desegregation among 
white students. A few white students acted as intermediaries, shielding black students from 
hostility. Other white students taunted them and called them “nigger lovers” in response. As a 
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result, white students sometimes expressed support more covertly, waiting to talk to the black 
students until no one else would see. Off campus and in the surrounding town of Chapel Hill, 
white members of the Southern Conference for Human Welfare and religious figures, such as 
Presbyterian minister Charles Jones, who helped to ease the students’ entrance at UNC.128  
 At commencement in the summer of 1952, Beech and Lee became the first African 
Americans to graduate from UNC. The humiliation they often endured followed them to their 
final day on campus. When the law graduates lined up alphabetically and prepared to process 
into the stadium, Beech discovered that the white student assigned to walk next to him had 
refused to do so. Myron Ross, a white student who had remained friendly over the course of 
the year, swapped places to walk next to Beech so that he did not have to march in alone. 
Governor Scott’s remarks at the graduation ceremony stuck with Beech some forty years 
later: “Never in my life…have I ever seen so many intelligent people sitting in the dark,” 
Beech recalled the governor telling the audience. “Times are changing, and it’s changing here 
tonight…You might as well get out of the dark and get into the light,” said Scott.129 Although 
the governor’s acknowledgement pleasantly surprised the institution’s first black graduates, 
his vague recognition of the historically significant moment could not begin to heal the 
wounds they had incurred from near constant harassment and hostility during their time in 
Chapel Hill.  
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 Later that summer, James Walker became the third African American to graduate from 
the University. Edward O. Diggs would graduate from the School of Medicine in 1955, the 
same year three African American men—John Lewis Brandon, LeRoy Benjamin Frasier, Jr., 
and Ralph Kennedy Frasier—desegregated UNC’s undergraduate program. Karen Lynn 
Parker, who transferred to UNC in 1963 would become the first African American woman 
graduate in 1965. Given the dire warnings against integration once spouted by members of 
the university’s board of trustees, the Carolina Times could not help but comment on the 
presence of African Americans at Chapel Hill: "The heavens haven't fallen, no white persons 
have turned black, and no black persons have turned white."130  
 
North Carolina College in an Age of Desegregation  
 Despite the promise of the NAACP’s courtroom victories in the 1950s, ignited by 
Sweatt, the process of desegregating graduate and professional programs at historically white 
universities progressed at a slow trickle. By 1959, four additional African American students 
had enrolled and graduated from the law school at UNC, following along the path paved by 
Beech, Lee, and Walker. In the 1960s, the University awarded eight law degrees to African 
Americans, including Sylvia X. Allen, the first African American female graduate of the law 
school, and Julius L. Chambers, who became a distinguished civil rights attorney for the 
NAACP.131 By 1961, six years after the Supreme Court had ruled that separate was inherently 
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unequal in Brown, there were just thirty-five African American students enrolled across the 
entire institution, out of a student body of 8,500.132 The small number of black students 
enrolled in UNC’s graduate and professional programs during the 1950s and 1960s 
represented a larger trend across the region: the vast majority of African Americans continued 
to attend historically black institutions long after some had forced open the doors of 
historically white institutions.133  
 Several factors explain the slow rate of desegregation. White state officials in North 
Carolina went to lengths to impose strict limits on the number of African Americans entering 
the state’s white schools. Administrators at the University of North Carolina adhered to the 
revised admissions policy they had approved under President Gray’s leadership: they would 
only admit qualified black applicants to graduate and professional programs not offered by 
the state’s black higher educational institutions. White state officials also endeavored to 
restrict desegregation to the University in Chapel Hill, ordering the heads of other white 
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institutions to deny black applicants in the wake of McKissick. Although officials in North 
Carolina did not go the way of lawmakers in other southern states who threatened to shut 
down any white university that admitted African Americans, they did adopt measures to 
“control the rate of integration by methods which are legal.” In the wake of the Brown 
decision, UNC trustees adopted new “selective admissions” criteria, which included the 
requirement of aptitude and achievement tests, through which they hoped to exclude black 
applicants.134 
 Seeking to preserve de facto segregation, white state officials continued to encourage 
black North Carolinians to pursue their graduate and professional studies at black 
institutions, both inside and outside the state. North Carolina continued to operate its out-of-
state tuition grant program, originally been developed in 1939 as a response to the Gaines 
decision. By providing out-of-state tuition grants for African Americans to acquire training in 
fields like dentistry, medicine, and veterinary medicine, state officials provided an alternative 
to the professional programs that existed at the state’s white institutions but not at the state’s 
black institutions.135 Strengthening graduate offerings at the state’s black institutions offered 
another means to preserve segregation. After attempting this tactic with the law school and 
losing in the courts, white officials turned their attention to the most in-demand graduate 
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program among African American students: education. Both NCC and A&T offered master’s 
programs in education, but neither institution offered a doctoral program. With almost two-
thirds of the students receiving out-of-state tuition grants pursuing the PhD in education, 
University officials predicted they would face increasing pressure to desegregate the program 
in Chapel Hill.136 Accordingly, the University put together a special committee composed of 
representatives from both the UNC and NCC boards of trustees to consider the expansion of 
graduate work in Durham.137  
 President Elder strongly opposed the committee’s proposal to establish a PhD program 
in education at NCC. “We should strive to do only those things which our limited 
appropriations will permit us to do well,” he told state and university officials, emphasizing 
that his institution needed to rectify existing deficiencies in the undergraduate and graduate 
programs before considering any further expansion. Before thinking about a doctoral 
program, Elder argued, the college needed an increase in its annual maintenance 
appropriation to hire additional full-time faculty members who could advise graduate 
students and supervise their research. In addition, the college head sought funds to acquire 
library resources and build laboratories on the campus to facilitate research as well as 
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construct and equip at least three new buildings to meet the needs of the biology, education, 
and commerce departments.138  
 Elder requested more than $2 million from the 1951 General Assembly to meet these 
critical needs. Despite soliciting assistance from UNC officials he hoped would present “a 
unified appeal…regarding the graduate needs of Negroes in the State,” Elder stood alone in 
making the request. The state legislature appropriated just $35,800, barely enough to cover 
five of the seventeen faculty positions requested. When UNC trustees subsequently 
approached Elder to pledge their support for enhancing graduate work at his institution, he 
was naturally skeptical. The white administrators had only ever gone to bat for the black 
institution when they wanted to thwart efforts at desegregation. Elder emphasized that his 
immediate concern as an administrator was “avoiding the need for adjusting the quality of 
our work downward rather than…extending our program upward.” While he felt eager for 
the support of the UNC officials as it pertained to rectifying deficiencies on his campus, he 
saw little merit in creating an entirely new graduate program that already existed at Chapel 
Hill.139 
 At the meeting of the joint committee in June 1951, UNC representatives pressured 
their counterparts from NCC to endorse a $200,000 project to build a PhD program in 
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education and take the proposal to their full board of trustees. The nine members of the NCC 
board, seven of whom were white and two of whom were black, voted along racial lines to 
support the creation of a PhD program. No champions of desegregation, the white members 
of the board expressed support for a proposal that would release the university from the need 
to admit additional African American applicants. However, as a condition of their approval 
for the PhD proposal, NCC trustees insisted that the UNC trustees help usher their funding 
request through the state legislature, not only the $200,000 for the PhD program in education 
but also the $2 million request for improvements that Elder had failed to secure during the 
most recent legislative session. Moreover, the NCC trustees made clear their expectation that 
UNC admit qualified African American students to master’s and doctoral programs in fields 
that did not exist in Durham. Even the segregationists on the NCC board knew that their 
college could not financially or logistically bear the burden of duplicating every extant 
graduate and professional program at Chapel Hill.140  
 President Elder’s role in this episode showed that he remained opposed to state officials 
using his institution to forestall the inevitable. African American students had demanded 
entrance to historically white universities, and the courts had spoken. He and the NCC 
trustees who “threw cold water” on the PhD proposal wanted no part in the UNC 
administrators’ “ruse” to limit the number of African Americans at Chapel Hill.141 At a bare 
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minimum, Elder would not stand for the financial irresponsibility of taking on a new 
graduate program when his college could not even afford to sustain its existing undergraduate 
work. Elder believed it unjust to steer African Americans toward an underfunded, subpar 
graduate program when one with better resources and support was available down the road. 
If left to pick and choose which programs to focus on and where to expend resources, Elder 
hoped that NCC could develop a number of outstanding programs that might one day be the 
envy of white students in Chapel Hill. But the obligation to duplicate at his college every 
program that existed for white students would stretch NCC too thin, leaving the college 
unable to excel in any area. Elder’s board compelled him to support the proposal hatched in 
Chapel Hill for a PhD program; he hoped the UNC trustees’ pledge to lobby for much-needed 
capital improvements on NCC’s behalf would make the endeavor worthwhile. 
 With UNC President Gordon Gray testifying that the state must appropriate additional 
funds to NCC to avoid future litigation, the legislature approved an emergency appropriation 
of $271,000 to begin the PhD in education in the fall of 1951. But the General Assembly 
delayed approval of Elder’s larger request to construct new buildings. They waited until the 
next legislative session in 1953 to approve the $2 million improvement project.142 In editor 
Louis Austin’s eyes, Elder’s willingness to sign on to the proposal for a PhD in education 
marked him as a “spineless sycophant whose one aim is to feather his own nest by securing 
his job at whatever price is demanded of him.” From the pages of the Carolina Times, Austin 
said, “[T]he time has come in this state when Negroes in places of leadership can afford to be 
honest with a majority of the white leaders.” Austin apparently did not know that Elder had 
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opposed the PhD program. In his mind, Elder should have refused to comply or resigned in 
disgust over the matter. The “intelligent, forthright, and up and coming young white people” 
in the state would have understood—and applauded—such a move, Austin thought.143 But 
these white people did not control the university or the state legislature. Regardless of his 
personal beliefs on the matter, Elder felt constrained by the power structure within which he 
operated. He knew the administrators and trustees of the university had influence in the 
General Assembly; indeed, some of them were past or present members of the legislative 
body. He had tried to sway their private deliberations, voicing his objection to the expansion 
of graduate work at his college. When his opposition fell on deaf ears, and the majority of his 
college’s trustees appeared to favor the PhD program, Elder saw one path forward. He would 
go along with the proposal in exchange for millions of dollars to accomplish the task that he 
believed of utmost importance: strengthening the existing undergraduate and graduate 
programs at his college. 
 Elder continued to practice brick-and-mortar politics and suppress his personal views 
for the sake of the institution, even though it put him at odds with fellow black leaders in 
Durham. Members of the campus community credited Elder’s leadership for the additions to 
the Durham plant, which totaled fifteen buildings worth $8 million by 1960.144 The “gigantic 
metamorphosis” and “long-awaited face-lifting project” fulfilled Elder’s vision of rectifying 
deficiencies in the graduate and undergraduate programs that had plagued the campus since 
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144 “$600,000 Biology Building Set,” Campus Echo, 25 September 1954; “NCC Experiences Phenomenal 
Physical Growth,” Campus Echo, January 1960. The 15 buildings added during the Elder administration 
included: an infirmary, health education building, library, gymnasium, men’s dormitory, classroom building, 
music/fine arts building, faculty apartments, biology building, commerce building, education building, central 
heating plant, a women’s dormitory, and two buildings for home economics. 
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his arrival. Although students, faculty, and staff had to adjust to the “rat-ta-tat of a pnuematic 
drill,” “the bang, bang of a hammer” and “the squeal and roar of motors” heard on campus 
for the better part of twelve years, they appreciated the improvements that increased the 
quality of education provided by NCC.145 Because of the slow pace of desegregation, Elder’s 
institution continued to play a major role in the education of African Americans, which 
solidified his decision to dedicate his administration to nurturing existing academic units to 
their fullest potential rather than adding new programs.  
 The new PhD program Elder had reluctantly taken on in exchange for new buildings 
produced five graduates before the state recommended its termination in 1963. Although 
Elder had opposed the program from the start, the students who attended felt grateful for the 
opportunity to work toward their doctoral degrees in the supportive environment afforded by 
a black institution. Even in the absence of equal resources, NCC shielded its graduate 
students from the hostility they would have likely encountered at a predominantly white 
institution. Walter M. Brown, the first to earn a PhD from NCC, said that he had never had a 
desire to attend UNC or Duke. While some African Americans viewed his program as 
“phony,” an impediment to achieving integration, Brown valued the black campus experience 
that allowed him to flourish as a scholar and develop professional skills that prepared him for 
a career in education administration.146 
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146 Gershenhorn, “Stalling Integration,” 185-186, 188-190; “The Eternal Fight for Equality,” Carolina Times, 21 
February 1953. The PhD program in education at NCC was disbanded as part of the reorganization of the 
University of North Carolina system in 1962-1963. Thereafter the only institutions authorized to offer the PhD 
were the colleges at Chapel Hill, Raleigh, and Greensboro, the three institutions that made up the Consolidated 
University of North Carolina.  
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 Fostering the supportive environment valued by Brown mattered to Elder, and this 
remained a central focus of his administration in addition to enhancing the quality of 
education available at NCC. To this end, he focused on hiring more black faculty members to 
provide black students with academic role models whose experiences more closely mirrored 
their own and would instill in them a strong sense of self-worth to counteract notions of black 
inferiority. He also sought to increase institutional autonomy over the graduate and 
professional programs at NCC by replacing UNC administrator William W. Pierson, who had 
served as the head of the graduate program since its early days, with Richard K. Barksdale, 
an African American professor of English. To protect students from the experience of sitting 
in the segregated balcony of the local theater, Elder worked with the student council to screen 
movies regularly on campus.147 By working to amplify the voices of students in campus 
governance, Elder modeled democratic principles at North Carolina College, which stood in 
stark contrast to the government that existed outside the campus—a democracy in name only 
that regarded African Americans as second-class citizens. 
 Over the course of his presidency, the same winds of change that mobilized his students 
to play a pivotal role in the freedom struggle influenced Elder also. Although he had 
refrained from publicly supporting the NAACP’s campaign to dismantle segregation—the 
root of inequality in the classroom—the Supreme Court’s unanimous ruling in favor of the 
civil rights organization moved Elder to speak out. Following the announcement of the 
Brown v. Board ruling, Elder proclaimed the decision “wise and just.”148 He encouraged his 
                                                
147 Gershenhorn, “Stalling Integration,” 183-184, 186; Campus Echo, 1 December 1949; Bishop, “Civil Rights 
and Race Relations in Durham and in the State,” 71. 
 
148 “College Presidents Hail High Court School Decision,” Pittsburgh Courier, 29 May 1954; Carolina Times, 
22 May 1954. Elder was joined in his praise by other heads of state-funded black colleges, including: R.B. 
Atwood (Kentucky State), Lawrence A. Davis (Arkansas A, M&N), and H. Council Trenholm (Alabama State).  
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fellow black educators to “move enthusiastically behind the…ban against segregated 
schools” and urged them to work for “the principle of non-segregation in all areas.” Brown 
had eliminated the legal basis for Jim Crow, freeing Elder to express his support for 
desegregation without hesitation. His forthright support won him praise from the Carolina 
Times, which now labeled him courageous, despite its past critiques. Foreshadowing the 
significant resistance that would accompany the ruling in North Carolina, one citizen wrote 
to Governor William B. Umstead, calling on him to fire Elder for endorsing desegregation as 
a state employee. But the governor, too, signaled the changed circumstances and confessed 
that while Elder’s remarks had surprised him, he had no authority to fire him or censor the 
black educator’s speech.149  
 By opening the doors of the historically white institution, the law students had shown 
Elder the potential for African Americans to advocate desegregation without triggering the 
kind of violent response from white Southerners that he had been conditioned to fear. That is 
not to say that black students who took part in the movement did not face significant 
opposition, including threats to their lives and livelihoods, but they had demonstrated that 
such resistance could not move them off course. Although white state officials had revealed 
to Elder that they would fight desegregation to the end and develop new methods of denying 
African Americans an equal education, Elder had learned that he would not lose his job for 
refusing to curb the students’ activism. Nor would he lose it for disagreeing with white 
university officials’ efforts to create unnecessary programs at NCC as an alternative to 
admitting African American students to the state’s historically white institutions. Elder’s 
observation of the changing politics of race and education in North Carolina convinced him 
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that he could make bolder statements in public regarding his personal belief that 
desegregation should progress unhindered.150 
 Nevertheless, Elder remained cautious when it came to student activism on campus. 
Throughout the 1950s, a small but active segment of the student body at NCC carried 
forward the anti-segregation work begun by the law students. Whereas the students who 
launched a movement to desegregate UNC were men, many of them returning veterans, the 
leadership of the NAACP at NCC by the mid-1950s was almost exclusively female. In 
November 1953, Irmenia Davis became president of the new inter-collegiate chapter of the 
NAACP, which brought together chapters from NCC, Duke, and UNC in an effort to 
symbolize the organization’s call for full-scale integration. Shirley Temple James, who had 
come to NCC from rural eastern North Carolina, took over the reins of the inter-collegiate 
NAACP in 1954 and worked closely with Floyd McKissick, who was the youth director for 
the state NAACP.151 Following the Brown decision, James, who also ran the NCC NAACP, 
organized a campus forum with student and faculty speakers discussing the implications of 
the ruling, particularly as it pertained to the historically black college. When elected editor-
                                                
150 Elder, “A Statement Presented to the Governor’s Commission on Education beyond the High School,” 13 
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151 Campus Echo, 26 November 1953; Greene, Our Separate Ways, 25-26, 245, fn. 94; Campus Echo, 23 
February 1956; “54 Years Later, an Echo Editor Reflects,” Campus Echo, 2 February 2010, accessed 29 August 
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in-chief of the Campus Echo, James used her position to advertise the NAACP and other 
antiracist student groups, such as the Students for Democratic Action, to the student body.152 
Although Elder said little of James and other students’ participation in NAACP-sponsored 
boycotts against Durham businesses that refused to serve or hire African Americans, he 
warned James against writing controversial editorials because they might rankle state 
legislators or trustees, and he urged her not to set foot on the UNC or Duke campuses if she 
did not want to get arrested.153  
 The acceleration of student-led protests against segregation in the late-1950s and early 
1960s challenged Elder, like countless other black college presidents, to reckon with the role 
he would play.154 In February 1960, North Carolina College students sat in at the 
Woolworth’s lunch counter in downtown Durham, protesting in solidarity with their peers in 
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Greensboro as well as black youth elsewhere whose collective activism quickly swept the 
South. In multiple addresses delivered to on and off campus, Elder acknowledged the 
“tremendous job…done to break down the legal barriers of segregation.” He applauded the 
students’ drive and told adults in the community to “encourage them,” and “take part when 
you can.”155  
 In response to NCC student involvement, Elder received a call from Governor Luther 
Hodges, who issued him a warning. The governor explained that he had ordered the president 
of another college to force his students to remain on campus, and he stood prepared, if 
necessary, to instruct Elder to do the same. The governor wanted reassurance that Elder 
would keep NCC students on campus rather than allow them to participate in the sit-ins, but 
Elder refused to make such a promise. Instead, he said, “Governor, I hope you won’t find that 
necessary.”156 Presidents elsewhere, facing pressure from state officials, fired faculty 
members who participated in protests or expelled student activists, but Elder maintained that 
his students and faculty members were citizens of the campus and the broader community. 
They remained entitled to exercise their rights accordingly, and he refused to intervene.157  
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 At this point in his career, Elder could articulate the finer points of the “dual roles” 
philosophy that he had practiced over the years. Invited to address a regional meeting of the 
National Student Association in 1962, he described the choice he faced as an administrator 
when confronted by the fact that students on his campus participated in nonviolent protest. 
Elder spoke frankly and articulated the difficulty with which all members of the campus 
community had to make “choices between loyalties” in the midst of the freedom struggle. 
Given their dual roles as citizens of the campus and of the larger community, students, 
teachers, and Elder himself, had to balance their loyalties to their families, their race, their 
academic pursuits, and their ideals of social justice. Elder pointed out that he also had a 
loyalty to the objective of “keeping the institution running.” He explained that prioritizing 
one’s own “system of loyalties” constituted an individual choice, and he should not interfere 
with the decision-making of students or staff when it came to their lives outside of campus. 
Elder trusted that students educated at NCC had learned to make good choices and apply 
what they had learned in the classroom to their daily lives. If they chose to engage in protest, 
he and the institution could only hope that “a good job of teaching has been done.”158 
 Elder, perhaps naively, observed that the students’ direct action protest signaled that the 
college’s experiment with “democratic living” and teaching “student self-direction” had 
worked. He claimed that for decades instructors at institutions like NCC “ha[d] been 
                                                
over their institutions so as to be able to express outward support for student protesters. In this regard, Willa 
Player of Bennett College stands out as an administrator who offered “firm support” to her activist students, 
even visiting them when they were arrested and placed in a make-shift jail after a demonstration. William H. 
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exhorting students to shake of their lethargy…and to manifest interest in the social, 
economic, and political problems which confront people in adult life.” The sit-ins revealed 
that black college students had reached “a new level of independence.” “These 
demonstrations were definitely self-directed activities,” he said. “No one now can justifiably 
question the ability and power of the young people to voluntarily endure any hardship in 
order to achieve a desired goal.” Elder’s stewardship of a program dedicated to 
democratizing power relations on campus had undoubtedly provided students with new 
outlets for free expression and leadership training and may have contributed indirectly to 
their decision to protest against injustice and inequality in the surrounding community. But 
the students’ motivation to join the front lines of the freedom struggle likely came from other 
more powerful influences. They shared a sense that the sit-ins sounded a clarion call to action 
for their generation, born out of frustration for the slow pace at which African Americans had 
been able to tackle segregation in education against immense opposition from white 
Southerners. The broader popularization of direct action protest by organizations like the 
Congress for Racial Equality and the Southern Christian Leadership Conference provided 
inspiration that a new, more confrontational method might succeed where negotiation and 
even litigation had failed.159 
 If Elder overstated the role played by his administration in cultivating self-direction 
among the student body, the institution over which he presided provided a nurturing space in 
which student activists deepened their convictions, derived energy from one another, and 
developed the confidence to take part in the struggle. Like the law students who brought a 
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suit against the University of North Carolina a decade earlier, the students who joined the sit-
in movement readied for their fight in the protective space of the black institution, complete 
with a close-knit peer group and collegial learning environment in which collective success 
was encouraged and black achievement was celebrated. A certain irony exists in the fact that 
North Carolina College, which experienced a period of substantial growth in the 1940s and 
1950s as a result of the state’s commitment to a separate and unequal system of public 
education, became the space that sustained these students and offered them knowledge, 










MEDIATING THE MOVEMENT: ROBERT P. DANIEL’S PRESIDENCY AT 
VIRGINIA STATE FROM SCHOOL DESEGREGATION TO THE SIT-INS 
 
 
On May 19, 1960, Robert P. Daniel delivered his closing address to the student body 
of Virginia State College, where he had served as president for ten years. As he encouraged 
the students gathered in the chapel to maintain their focus and keep up with their studies 
through the last of their examinations, he also felt compelled to address the struggle in the 
surrounding Petersburg community in which many of them had been engaged for several 
months. Since February, dozens of students at VSC and neighboring Peabody High School 
had participated in direct action protest as part of the sit-in movement sweeping the South. 
Hundreds more supported them through picket lines, marches, and demonstrations that 
targeted segregation at public facilities in downtown Petersburg. Whereas many presidents at 
public HBCUs had reprimanded student protesters outright, even going so far as to expel 
them, Daniel chose to address the students candidly, praising their disciplined resistance and 
pointing them in what he thought was the right direction.1 Daniel applauded the students' 
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strategy in the sit-ins, which he believed reflected their intelligence and maturity as citizens 
and scholars. In contrast to the emotion-laden threats and violence of white segregationists, 
the students' commitment to nonviolence and non-retaliation gave them the upper-hand, 
Daniel reasoned. He also appreciated the student protesters' emphasis on appearance, 
showing up to sit-down dressed in fine clothes and looking respectable. Not only was this 
important from a publicity standpoint, Daniel also applauded the students for putting forth a 
positive representation of the college by “holding their tempers” and “turning the other 
cheek” during the protests. Never missing the opportunity to offer his wisdom as an educator, 
Daniel warned against students whose egos might get in the way of the larger cause for 
which they fought. He urged students to be willing to coordinate their protests and not “go 
off by yourself and try to be important.” “We must face things with brains, not emotions,” he 
emphasized.2 
Daniel also expressed his solidarity with the students' movement, explaining that he 
and his wife, Blanche Taylor Daniel, participated in the boycott of the local Thalhimer's 
department store, a target of the students' demonstrations. As the administrator of a state-
funded institution, Daniel explained to the student body that he was "trying to keep this 
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specifically state officials. State officials did target student protesters with their anti-trespass laws, and since the 
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would have opened Virginia to new lawsuits. Moreover, white state officials in the Commonwealth elected to 
spend the vast majority of their time and energy fighting school desegregation at the K-12 level. Daniel’s 
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school functioning…and therefore I keep out of the front ground so therefore I can be the 
mediator.” With significant opposition from white state and local officials—who had recently 
passed anti-trespass laws to punish the protesters—Daniel elected to support the students' 
movement from the periphery. Explaining his absence from the picket line, Daniel said, “The 
president has not endeavored to be any status seeker from the point of view of great race 
speeches at mass meetings, nor has he been one where the white people can say, ‘Well, now 
you just close it down and block everything.’” Seeing himself as a mediator between the 
students and white segregationists—including the state officials who maintained financial 
and political power over the institution—Daniel framed the students' struggle as a one of 
human dignity. To white audiences, he explained that their disciplined, respectful protest was 
designed to elicit fair treatment as equal human beings.3 In contrast to his predecessors and 
contemporaries who had taken steps to limit or prohibit student activism, Daniel found ways 
to enable their activity while keeping himself and his support out of the spotlight. 
As a faculty member and administrator at two private institutions, Daniel had 
established himself as a loyal member of the NAACP and an advocate of the organization's 
legal campaign to destroy Jim Crow segregation within educational institutions. In the 1930s, 
Daniel emerged as an educational leader whose youth and relatively militant views--as 
measured against the politics of James Shepard or John Gandy--clashed with college 
presidents of an older, founding generation. His long-standing support for school 
desegregation as achieved through litigation put him at odds with the white state officials 
who picked him to lead Virginia State College in 1950. This chapter explores how Daniel 
navigated the transition from private administrator to state employee during the rise of the 
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massive resistance movement, and, in turn, how he responded to the rise of a student 
movement that erupted in response to the perceived limitations of the NAACP's legalistic 
approach. The students' desire to confront Jim Crow using more direct, personal, and visible 
methods challenged Daniel to consider his role within the black freedom struggle of the late 
1950s and early 1960s. Despite the differences in each approach, Daniel's role as a mediator 
and the students' role as protesters who put their bodies on the line proved compatible and 
even complementary. As the students derived energy and strength from the idea that they 
were breaking new ground and parting ways with the strategies of their elders, they pushed 
Daniel's generation and his colleagues within the Virginia NAACP to see the merit and 
necessity of these new tactics. In time, the elder generation recognized that breaking unjust 
laws, courting arrest, and risking violence had the potential to force change more 
immediately than the legal process alone made possible.4  
 
The Roots of Leadership: Daniel's Experiences at Virginia Union and Shaw University 
 When the Virginia State Board of Education selected Robert Prentiss Daniel to become 
the fifth president of Virginia State College in December 1949, it welcomed home a citizen 
of the Commonwealth who was no stranger to the state’s black educational institution.5 
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Daniel had been born on the Petersburg campus in 1902, at what was then known as Virginia 
Normal and Industrial Institute, where his father had served as secretary and librarian since 
1888. Descended from a long line of free black Virginians and educators, Daniel’s parents—
Carrie Green and Charles J. Daniel—were both college graduates and schoolteachers. All 
eight of the Daniel children pursued higher education, with six of them earning bachelor’s 
degrees and four of them earning PhDs. Moreover, several of Robert’s brothers and sisters 
held administrative positions at institutions of higher education.6 
 Daniel received his early education in the model school at Virginia N&I before his 
family moved to Richmond in 1916. After completing his high school education, he entered 
Richmond’s private university for African Americans, Virginia Union, where he graduated 
with a bachelor’s degree in 1924. Over the next decade, Daniel taught mathematics at 
Virginia Union, where Gordon Hancock was his colleague. He also put his skills as a 
researcher to use in the local community, where he worked on the Negro Welfare Survey 
Committee—a biracial organization with seventy-five members who studied social and 
economic conditions among African Americans in Richmond. In 1934, Daniel took on an 
administrative role at Virginia Union as the director of the department of education. He also 
helped to oversee the establishment of the university’s Norfolk Division.7 While teaching at 
                                                
6 “A Guide to the Robert Prentiss Daniel Papers,” finding aid, RPD; Faustine C. Jones-Wilson, Charles A. 
Asbury, Margo Okazawa-Rey, D. Kamili Anderson, Sylvia M. Jacobs, and Michael Fultz, eds., Encyclopedia of 
African-American Education (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1996), 131-134; Toppin, Loyal Sons and 
Daughters, 121; Walter Daniel to Robert Daniel, 19 December 1949, Folder 14, Box 1, RPD. Robert’s parents, 
Carrie and Charles, met when they were both teaching at Holbrook Street School in Danville, Virginia. By the 
time they married in 1889, they had both attained college degrees, and they would pass on the value of 
education to all eight of their children. Four of the children—Vattel, Sadie, Walter, and Robert—earned PhDs. 
 
7 Raymond Gavins, The Perils and Prospects of Southern Black Leadership: Gordon Blaine Hancock, 1884-
1970 (Durham: Duke University Press, 1977), 48, 80-81; Jones-Wilson et al., Encyclopedia of African-
American Education, 133; Toppin, Loyal Sons and Daughters, 121. 
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Virginia Union, Daniel earned his master’s degree in Education and his PhD in Education 
Psychology from Columbia University.  
 As a young professor at Virginia Union, Daniel became a leader in the Virginia State 
Teachers Association (VTA)—the state’s professional organization for black teachers—
during a period when the organization focused on encouraging its members to participate in 
“the affairs of government” and to incorporate African American History into their classroom 
subject matter.8 Daniel became the VTA’s president in 1935, the same year that the NAACP 
had gained such momentum in Virginia that leaders at the national office sanctioned the 
establishment of the first state-level organization of branches. The Virginia State Conference 
of the NAACP brought together the state’s twenty branches, including a strong Richmond 
chapter that counted Daniel as a member.9 As a part of both of these groups, Daniel worked 
to mobilize the VTA behind the NAACP’s growing legal agenda, which included cases to 
equalize conditions in Virginia’s public schools, equalize salaries among black and white 
teachers in the Commonwealth, and challenge segregation in graduate education at the 
                                                
8 Alfred Kenneth Talbot, Jr., “History of the Virginia Teachers Association, 1940-1965” (EdD diss., College of 
William and Mary, 1981), 29-30; Michael Dennis, Luther P. Jackson and a Life for Civil Rights (Gainesville: 
University Press of Florida, 2004), 85-87. The VTA worked closely with the Virginia Association for the Study 
of Negro Life and History, run by Professor Luther P. Jackson, who had a close connection to young teachers in 
the state through his position at VSC.  
 
9 Larissa Smith, “Where the South Begins: Black Politics and Civil Rights Activism in Virginia, 1930-1951” 
(PhD diss., Emory University, 2001), 53-65, 71-72; Brian J. Daugherity, Keep On Keeping On: The NAACP 
and the Implementation of Brown v. Board of Education in Virginia (Charlottesville: University of Virginia 
Press, 2016), 10-11, 16. The Richmond chapter of the NAACP was initially established in 1917, but it fell 
dormant quickly due to the membership’s competing obligations in the city’s fraternal and mutual benefit 
associations. The initial leaders of the branch were women—Lizzie Stanard and Maggie Lena Walker. In the 
late 1920s, black professionals in Richmond, including professors at Virginia Union, organized mass meetings 
and formed a Citizens’ Defense Committee to fight a local segregation ordinance. After receiving quiet 
assistance from NAACP lawyers for their successful legal challenge, the committee decided to revitalize the 
local branch. In October 1930, they elected new officers, including Virginia Union professor William Ransome 
as their president. Dentist J. M. Tinsley soon replaced Ransome. This iteration of the Richmond NAACP 




University of Virginia.10 Daniel also used the VTA’s resources to provide NAACP lawyers 
with evidence documenting rural black school facilities and salary differentials throughout 
Virginia. In June 1935, the VTA and the state NAACP held a joint meeting with Charles 
Hamilton Houston at which Daniel’s member teachers pledged financial support for the 
NAACP’s legal campaign.11  
 Because of his position at the university, Daniel could connect Houston and NAACP 
state branch president J. M. Tinsley with Virginia Union alumna Alice Jackson, who after 
being forced to abandon her out-of-state graduate work due to financial pressures felt eager 
to bring a lawsuit against the University of Virginia for excluding her on the basis of her 
race.12 As plans moved forward with the lawsuit in the fall of 1935, Daniel clarified the 
position of his teachers’ organization. Although the VTA stood firmly behind the NAACP’s 
proposed lawsuit against segregation in graduate education and had set aside funds to support 
any lawsuit brought to challenge unequal school facilities, Daniel explained the teachers’ 
organization could make no official announcement of its support. He feared that VTA 
members would become the target of white school officials, who would try to fire teachers 
                                                
10 Oscar A. Morton, Principal of the Moore School in Richmond, to Daniel, 17 June 1936, Folder 7, Box 1, 
RPD. Morton wrote Daniel to report proudly that 100% of his teachers were members of the NAACP. 
  
11 Smith, “Where the South Begins,” 60-65, 71-72, 88-91, 108. Charles H. Houston and Walter White from the 
national NAACP traveled throughout Virginia in 1933 and 1934 trying to drum up support for the organization 
and lay the groundwork for cases challenging inequality in public schools.  
 
12 After leaving her graduate studies at Smith College in Massachusetts, Alice Jackson taught English part-time 
at Virginia Union. On Daniel’s help connecting the NAACP with Alice Jackson, see Daniel to Charles H. 
Houston, 22 July 1935 and Houston to Daniel, 19 July 1935, “American Fund for Public Service—Univ. of 
Virginia, Jan-Aug. 1935,” Folder: 001509-006-0009, Series A, Legal Department and Central Office Records, 
1913-1940, Part 3: The Campaign for Educational Equality, NAACP Papers, ProQuest History Vault 
(database), The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill (hereafter cited as NAACP Papers, ProQuest); 
Smith, “Where the South Begins,” 91-92. One member of the newly formed Virginia State Conference of the 
NAACP told Walter White in February 1935 that Dr. Daniel was “cooperating with the state branches 100% in 
that he is using his office to gather data as to the exact conditions in the remote communities of the State, which 
will be used when the time comes for our case.” W. P. Millner to White, 2 February 1935, Folder: 001423-020-
0920, Series A, The South, Part 12, Selected Branch Files, 1913-1939, NAACP Papers, ProQuest. 
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who supported the NAACP or discourage black teachers from paying dues to the VTA 
altogether.13 As a member of the Virginia Commission on Interracial Cooperation, Daniel had 
grown familiar with the lengths to which even the most moderate of white Virginians would 
go to in order to maintain segregation in education. That the VTA’s support remained covert 
did not mean that the teachers’ organization was unenthusiastic about legal action. Indeed, in 
1937, two VTA teachers volunteered to bring a lawsuit challenging the state’s unequal 
salaries paid to black and white teachers.14 
 Daniel’s time in Richmond connected him with a group of black middle-class 
professionals who were, by 1935, ardent supporters of the NAACP vis a vis their 
participation in a host of related organizations designed to improve conditions for African 
Americans. Although Daniel had to temper his enthusiasm for legal action to challenge racial 
inequality in education due to the possibility of retaliation from white state officials, his 
loyalty to the national NAACP and the newly established Virginia branch did not waiver.15 
                                                
13 Leon Ransom to Houston, 3 December 1935, Folder: 001423-020-0920, Series A, Part 12, NAACP Papers, 
ProQuest. Daniel emphasized that the VTA had set aside its reserve fund to be appropriated to agencies engaged 
in litigation geared toward improving educational conditions for black Virginians. NAACP officials were 
sympathetic to Daniel’s request not to mention the VTA’s support for their lawsuit. By September 1935, 
Jackson’s case had begun to fall apart, as NAACP lawyers learned that she had not put in an “outstanding” 
performance at Smith College. They began searching for other plaintiffs to continue the legal battle. Smith, 
“Where the South Begins,” 99, 105. 
 
14 Reynolds to Daniel, 13 June 1936, Folder 7, Box 1, RPD; J. Douglas Smith, Managing White Supremacy: 
Race, Politics, and Citizenship in Jim Crow Virginia (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2002), 
244-248; Smith, “Where the South Begins,” 110; Dennis, Luther P. Jackson and a Life for Civil Rights, 114-
115. State Commission on Interracial Cooperation director L. R. Reynolds was opposed to litigation as means to 
handle racial inequality in education, thinking that such matters could be worked out through cooperative 
relationships between black and white Southerners. Journalist Virginius Dabney had announced his opposition 
to the Jackson case and intervention by the New York-based NAACP, warning that the desegregation of 
graduate and professional education would lead to the integration of education at all levels. Daniel was careful 
to protect black public school teachers from punishment by white state officials who also held these views, but 
he was also sympathetic to the opinion of NAACP officers like J. M. Tinsley who believed the Commission to 
be nothing more than “camouflage” to disguise the true intentions of its members, whom Tinsley believed were 
out to stifle any militant activity on the part of African Americans.  
 
15 See, for example, Daniel to Charles H. Houston, 22 July 1935, Houston to Daniel, 19 July 1935, Houston to 
Byron Hopkins, 31 July 1935 and 14 August 1935, all in Folder: 001509-006-0009, Series A, Part 3, NAACP 
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As a professor at private Virginia Union, Daniel faced few repercussions for his participation 
in a civil rights organization that white Virginians considered a source of “outsider agitation.” 
Indeed, he was more concerned about how members of the VTA, who were by and large 
public school teachers employed by white-run school boards, would be affected by his stance 
as head of the organization. Unlike Alfonso Elder, who spent his formative professional years 
under the tutelage of James Shepard at a state-supported institution, Daniel enjoyed a more 
autonomous environment in the mid-1930s and belonged to a cohort of black professionals 
whose staunch support for the NAACP helped to boost membership for the organization 
across the state and establish the first state-wide conference in the South.16  
 Daniel’s support for legal action to combat unequal teachers’ salaries and advance 
opportunities for African Americans seeking higher education continued when he moved to 
Raleigh, North Carolina, in 1936 to become the second black president of Shaw University, 
the nation’s oldest HBCU. In the late-1930s, students at Shaw chartered and maintained a 
college chapter of the NAACP, and Daniel remained an active supporter of the organization. 
That President Daniel stood first in line to pay his membership dues at the college branch’s 
membership drive in 1939 delighted the campus chapter’s student president, William C. 
Raines.17 Daniel was not just receptive to students’ efforts to bring the NAACP to Shaw; he 
                                                
Papers, ProQuest; and Houston to Daniel, 10 September 1935, Houston to Byron Hopkins, 14 September 1935 
and 23 September 1935, all in Folder: 001509-006-0031, Series A, Part 3, NAACP Papers, ProQuest. 
 
16 Daugherity, Keep On Keeping On, 10-11. In the VTA, Daniel worked with D. A. Wilkerson and Luther P. 
Jackson of Virginia State, and Lutrelle F. Palmer of Newport News, all of whom were also affiliated with the 
NAACP. The Virginia Conference emerged as a robust example of a state organization and was in many ways 
exceptional for its strength in the 1930s, according to NAACP historian Brian Daugherity. 
 
17 “President of Shaw Takes over His Duties,” no date, clippings file, Box 18, RPD; Memo from Juanita 
Jackson to Walter White, 14 June 1937 and Present Membership of Youth Groups, 14 June 1937, “Youth 
Council Gen. 1937 June-Dec,” (Folder: 001461-002-0856), Series A, 1919-1939, Part 19, Youth File, NAACP 
Papers, ProQuest; Membership List for Shaw University College Chapter, 20 April 1939, Folder: 001461-005-
0070, Series A, Part 19, NAACP Papers, ProQuest; “NAACP College Chapters,” Folder: 001465-023-0598, 
Series C, 1940-1955, Part 19, NAACP Papers, ProQuest; “A Public Appeal to the President of the United 
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actively promoted the organization on his campus. In 1937, Daniel pledged to NAACP youth 
director Juanita Jackson the Shaw chapter’s cooperation in the civil rights organization’s 
coordinated campus demonstrations against lynching. In 1939, Daniel arranged for a national 
NAACP youth recruiter to speak at Shaw and inform the student body about the 
organization’s work, particularly its plans for a college conference to be held at Virginia 
Union University in 1940.18 
 Such open support for the NAACP distinguished Daniel from Shepard, his state-funded 
college president colleague down the road in Durham. In the early 1930s, Shepard had earned 
the wrath of the civil rights organization for his support of Judge John J. Parker’s nomination 
to the Supreme Court and his efforts to thwart Thomas Hocutt’s lawsuit to desegregate the 
University of North Carolina. By 1937, Shepard, as president of the North Carolina Teachers 
Association (NCTA), steered the teachers’ organization away from the NAACP’s campaign 
to equalize black and white salaries through litigation. The NAACP since 1933 had hoped to 
bring a test case in North Carolina, but the leadership of the state’s black teacher organization 
had instead mobilized its membership around a strategy of negotiation with white state 
officials, designed to gradually equalize salaries without resorting to legal action and, in turn, 
maintain political capital with white state officials. For their opposition to legal action, black 
educators in North Carolina earned criticism from NAACP officials as well as black North 
                                                
States,” Folder: 001465-023-0169, Series C, Part 19, NAACP Papers, ProQuest. The NAACP chapter at Shaw 
with its two dozen members was one of twelve college chapters in 1937 and the only college chapter in North 
Carolina. Correspondence with the national NAACP reveals that the Shaw chapter sustained itself through the 
late 1930s and into the 1940s. 
 
18 Daniel to Juanita Jackson, 29 January 1937, Folder: 001529-028-0708, Series B, Anti-lynching Legislative 
and Publicity Files, 1916-1955, Part 7, The Anti-lynching Campaign, 1912-1955, NAACP Papers, ProQuest; 
Rev. James H. Robinson to R. P. Daniel, 1 December 1939 and R. P. Daniel to Rev. Robinson, 21 December 
1939, Folder: 001461-005-0070, Series A, Part 19, NAACP Papers, ProQuest. 
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Carolinians who desired the teachers’ organization to stop “pussyfooting” around the issue.19 
Daniel, having led Virginia teachers to support the NAACP’s salary equalization litigation 
strategy in the Commonwealth, must have found the NCTA’s stance perplexing. 
Nevertheless, as he acclimated to his new environs, Daniel opted to stay on the sidelines 
during the North Carolina fight, despite NAACP Executive Secretary Walter White’s 
attempts to use him to provide information on the discussions and resolutions passed at 
NCTA meetings.20 Daniel’s desire not to step on the toes of Shepard, an engaged alumnus of 
Shaw, provides one possible explanation for his reluctance to get involved; moreover, 
Shepard’s close associate C. C. Spaulding served on the board of trustees and had a long and 
successful record of securing funds from white philanthropists for the institution.21  
 At the age of thirty-four, Daniel stood at the forefront of a younger generation of black 
educational leaders assuming the presidencies of black institutions upon the retirement or 
                                                
19 Sarah Caroline Thuesen, Greater than Equal: African American Struggles for Schools and Citizenship in 
North Carolina, 1919-1965 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2013), 129-157. On the leadership 
of the North Carolina Teachers Association, see Percy Murray, History of the North Carolina Teachers 
Association (Washington DC: National Education Association, 1984), 40-53. For Shepard’s conflicts with the 
NAACP, see chapter 2. 
 
20 White asked Daniel to provide him with resolutions passed by the NCTA at its meeting in the spring of 1939. 
Knowing that Daniel had supported litigation in Virginia, he pointed out the difference between the two states’ 
teacher organizations: “While the North Carolina Teachers’ Association is meekly petitioning powers-that-be to 
do a little something about ‘reducing the differential in teachers’ salaries paid white and Negro teachers,’ 
Virginia teachers have raised over $5,000 to pay the cost of court action to equalize.” Walter White to Daniel, 
13 April 1939, P. B. Young to White, 27 April 1939, White to Young, 24 April 1939, all in Folder: 001509-
005-0332, Series A, Part 3, NAACP Papers, ProQuest. 
 
21 Shepard to Daniel, 12 June 1936, C. C. Spaulding to Daniel, 16 June 1936, N. C. Newbold to Daniel, 13 July 
1936, all in Folder 7, Box 1, RPD; Walter B. Weare, Black Business in the New South: A Social History of the 
North Carolina Mutual Life Insurance Company (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1973), 211-215, 236-
239. Spaulding, President of the North Carolina Mutual Insurance Company, forewarned Daniel that Shaw’s 
sustainability required making connections and soliciting support from Northerners and Southerners, both black 
and white. Of course, Spaulding played an important role in these transactions: The North Carolina Mutual was 
a financial supporter of Shaw, and, as trustee, Spaulding acted as an intermediary between the university and 
other funders, particularly northern philanthropists. Although Spaulding was privately bankrolling the 
NAACP’s campaign to equalize teachers’ salaries behind the scenes, Daniel may not have been aware of this 
upon his move to North Carolina. In any case, he may have been cautious about undermining Shepard’s 
leadership of the NCTA.  
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death of their elders. Individuals like Frederick D. Patterson, Horace Mann Bond, Benjamin 
Mays, and Rufus E. Clement, of similar age to Daniel and who had all crossed paths through 
their involvement in organizations devoted to African American education, assumed their 
leadership posts between 1935 and 1940.22 Some developed styles of leadership that 
resembled their predecessors, who as members of the founding generation had overseen the 
growth of their institutions through tumultuous financial and political times. Others departed 
quite dramatically from their predecessors and, although they maintained a sense of 
pragmatism necessary for brick-and-mortar politicians, they charted a new course for their 
institutions, punctuated by the challenges of wartime and efforts to desegregate higher 
education. Daniel became the president of Shaw at a transitional moment in black 
educational leadership; his early experiences in Virginia as well as the circumstances he 
faced as the head of a private institution in the Jim Crow South influenced his choices as an 
administrator and leader in the black community. 
 Daniel had absorbed many lessons about the inner workings of private black 
educational institutions during his time at Virginia Union, which, like Shaw, was founded and 
sustained by the American Baptist Home Missionary Society during the nineteenth century. 
From their early days, these institutions more closely resembled colleges than their state-
funded counterparts, often designated to fulfill a distinct economic purpose as industrial 
schools, agricultural institutes, or teacher-training colleges. Because they did not rely on 
funding from state legislatures controlled by white Southerners, private colleges could 
proclaim themselves liberal arts schools and train black youth in academic courses with the 
                                                
22 Frederick D. Patterson succeeded Robert Russa Moton at Tuskegee in 1935; Horace Mann Bond became the 
president of Fort Valley State College in 1939; Benjamin Mays became president at Morehouse in 1939; and 
Rufus Clement became the president of Atlanta University in 1937.   
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goal of producing race leaders. Indeed, Daniel’s early plans for Shaw involved directing “a 
stable and progressive platform for a selective liberal arts college of high standards.”23 The 
presidents of private colleges generally enjoyed more autonomy than state college presidents, 
whose decisions were heavily influenced and reviewed by white state officials, who not only 
controlled the purse strings but also effectively had veto power over decisions about 
institution, curriculum, and governing policies.  
 In exchange for their relative autonomy, however, private college presidents faced an 
increasingly precarious financial situation in the 1930s and 1940s. Since their inception, 
private schools had been fundraising the bulk of their operating budgets from northern 
industrial philanthropies such as the Slater Fund, Rosenwald Fund, and Rockefeller-backed 
General Education Board—the same sources that attracted the attention of public schools 
seeking to supplement their meager state resources. Now the wells of the missionary 
associations’ financial support had run dry. When Daniel took office, the country’s greatest 
financial crisis to date had left a number of colleges competing for a shrinking pool of 
resources. As Marybeth Gasman explains, this period of financial uncertainty drove private 
black college presidents led by Tuskegee’s Frederick Patterson to form the United Negro 
College Fund (UNCF) in 1944. To be sure, there were strings attached to the funding that 
came from northern philanthropists both before and after the formation of the UNCF—the 
Fund’s primary supporter, John D. Rockefeller, Jr., went to lengths to ensure his financial 
                                                
23 Raymond P. Hylton, “University History,” Virginia Union University, accessed 22 March 2012, 
http://www.vuu.edu/about_vuu/history.aspx; Harry Thomas, “Shaw University: The First Historically Black 
University in the South,” Documenting the American South (DocSouth), University Library, University of 
North Carolina-Chapel Hill, accessed 22 March 2012, http://docsouth.unc.edu/highlights/shaw.html; Daniel to 
C. C. Spaulding, 24 June 1936, Folder 7, Box 1, RPD. Baptist missionaries founded both Virginia Union and 
Shaw as religious training institutes for newly emancipated African Americans at the close of the Civil War. 
Throughout the late-nineteenth century, the American Baptist Home Missionary Society (ABHMS) and private 
donations financed the expansion of these institutions. By 1875 and 1899, respectively, Shaw University and 
Virginia Union University had become four-year degree granting institutions. 
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support for black colleges was not interpreted as support for “social equality.” But the white 
northern philanthropists’ insistence on maintaining an image of white superiority in the 
Fund’s official business and advertising could not stop the Fund’s black members from 
expressing their support for desegregation and full-scale equality in other arenas.24 
 Daniel and his contemporary black private college presidents who relied on northern 
philanthropists for financial support told funders what they wanted to hear, emphasizing their 
institutions’ role in producing black graduates loyal to the country and economically self-
sufficient. Although the presidents did not flaunt their advocacy of racial equality or support 
for organizations working to put an end to Jim Crow segregation, they did not completely 
hide it either. Patterson, among the most conservative of Daniel’s contemporaries, labeled 
segregation as “inconsistent with the guarantees of American democracy.” His opposition to 
Jim Crow remained absolute and only differed from his more liberal colleagues’ in terms of 
the timing and technique with which he thought segregation should be eliminated.25 Daniel’s 
generation of presidents exercised caution when they spoke of their desire to see the end of 
segregation in the decade between World War II and the Supreme Court’s ruling in Brown v. 
                                                
24 Marybeth Gasman, Envisioning Black Colleges: A History of the United Negro College Fund (Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 2007), 13-15, 19-20, 63-66. In the 1930s, many of the private philanthropies 
that had funded black colleges during the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries were closing down, 
turning their attention to other projects, or becoming more selective in their giving. They expected black 
colleges to become more self-sufficient through alumni donations or other Southern-based funding sources, but 
the philanthropists seemed to fail to understand that even when maximized, these sources could not keep the 
colleges afloat. Many black college students received financial assistance to attend college in the first place, 
thus tuition revenue was not a dependable source either. Twenty-seven presidents of private black colleges 
came together to establish the UNCF with the backing of John D. Rockefeller, Jr. UNCF officials took great 
care when featuring photographs containing both black and white individuals in their advertising materials. To 
court donations from wealthy white businessmen, they ensured that the materials portrayed white subjects in a 
dominant, elevated position. When black college presidents posed for UNCF photographs, for example, they 
were often asked to stand on a lower step. 
 
25 Patterson issued his most direct condemnation of Jim Crow in his essay published in Rayford Logan’s edited 
collection, What the Negro Wants (1944). See chapter 4 for a discussion of this publication. 
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Board, and they did so out of concern for white funders’ continued investment in black 
institutions in a desegregated world.  
 On the whole, Daniel’s generation of leaders—the presidents born around the turn of 
the twentieth century—were more willing than their predecessors to speak out in favor of 
absolute racial equality and an end to Jim Crow. This generational distinction had been 
apparent at the 1942 gathering of the Southern Conference on Race Relations, where Daniel 
joined Patterson, Mays, Clement, and Bond as the youngest college presidents in 
attendance.26 Although they signed on to the Durham Manifesto as a collective, various 
viewpoints existed among the attendees in terms of the pace and method with which they 
demanded an end to racial discrimination. Daniel, for one, urged African Americans to 
“Crack the wall of race prejudice and crack it hard!” At the same time, he cautioned younger 
members of his race against believing that they must first achieve a “unity of opinion” or a 
consensus around a single path forward; rather, Daniel acknowledged that “diverse programs, 
none of which could crack the wall [of prejudice] alone, each makes its own contribution to 
the total effort.”27 
 As president of Shaw, a position he enjoyed for fourteen years, Daniel earned a 
reputation as an astute educational leader in North Carolina. University trustees and alumni 
of Shaw approved of his leadership, especially the firm financial footing he secured for the 
institution. Between 1937 and 1942, Daniel raised more than $125,000 for renovations to the 
campus, including a $45,000 matching grant from the General Education Board, which 
                                                
26 Southern Conference on Race Relations, List of Attendees, Folder 24, Series 3, Durham Fact-Finding 
Conference Records, North Carolina Central University Archives, Durham, North Carolina (hereafter cited as 
FFC); Gavins, The Perils and Prospects of Southern Black Leadership, 122-123. See also chapter 4. 
 
27 “Crack Wall of Prejudice, Says Shaw President: Students Told to Press Fight with More Vigor,” Atlanta 
Daily World, 23 February 1943. Daniel delivered these remarks to students at the Hampton Institute during an 
event held to celebrate Negro History Week.  
 
 408 
represented the largest gift to the college in twenty years.28 In 1944, Daniel steered Shaw 
toward membership in the United Negro College Fund, which provided a relatively stable 
source of financial support in the postwar era. In addition to the enhancements he made to the 
campus plant, Daniel added a rural extension service to Shaw’s Department of Religion and a 
graduate course for ministers in training. He also secured a three-year grant from the 
Carnegie Corporation to purchase more materials for the campus library; and he presided 
over the largest enrollments in the institution’s history to date. Under Daniel’s leadership, the 
Association for Colleges and Secondary Schools of the South recognized Shaw with an “A” 
rating.29  
 During his time at Shaw, Daniel and his wife, Blanche, also established themselves as 
members of the black elite in Raleigh. A certain status lay in being the president of a black 
educational institution, both in terms of relative income and prestige, but the Daniels’ 
participation in a number of religious and community organizations also suggested they 
occupied the upper-crust of African Americans in the region.30 The president’s home on 
                                                
28 Carolina Times, 15 May 1937, 25 October 1941, 25 April 1942, 31 October 1942, and 21 November 1942; 
“Not Easily Replaced,” Raleigh News and Observer, 19 December 1949; R. Malloy to Dr. and Mrs. Daniel, 16 
December 1949, Folder 13, Box 1, RPD; Mr. and Mrs. Wayman Morgan to Daniel, 17 December 1949, William 
T. Joyner to Daniel, 19 December 1949, both in Folder 14, Box 1, RPD; J. Buster Davis of the Carolinian to 
Daniel, 22 December 1949, Folder 15, Box 1, RPD; N. C. Newbold to Daniel, 5 January 1950, Folder 17, Box 
1, RPD. Upon announcing his resignation at Shaw, Daniel received glowing remarks from black educators and 
colleagues, including Alfonso Elder, who praised Daniel’s “educational statesmanship” and argued he should 
have been given Frank Porter Graham’s job at Chapel Hill. Elder to Daniel, 19 December 1949, Folder 14, Box 
1, RPD. 
 
29 “Shaw Lists 15 Improvements to University,” Philadelphia Tribune, 31 July 1941; “Shaw Gets ‘A’ Rating,” 
Chicago Defender, 1 January 1944. 
 
30 Teaching and educational leadership were already considered middle-class professions, but Daniel’s 
participation in groups like the Raleigh Community Chest, Raleigh Negro Citizens Committee, the Wake 
County Tuberculosis Association, and the North Carolina Commission on Interracial Cooperation suggested 
that he was considered an African American of status. Blanche Daniel, who was also a graduate of Virginia 
Union and had done graduate work at Union Theological Seminary and Columbia University, was involved in a 
number of African American clubwomen’s organizations, too. In addition to being part of the Sojourner Truth 
Branch of the Raleigh YWCA and chair of the Negro District Committee of the Raleigh Girl Scouts, Blanche 
Daniel served on the board of the Bishop Tuttle Community Center and was a member of the Raleigh branch of 
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campus provided them with comfortable conditions and a household staff to cook, clean, and 
entertain guests. Dorothy Foreman, who entered Shaw in the late 1940s, was one of the 
students hired by the Daniels to work in their home in exchange for a portion of her tuition 
and fees. Foreman, who had lived a hardscrabble existence with her father and three sisters in 
Goldsboro, recalled arriving at university with her belongings in a cardboard box; she felt a 
complete disconnect when she moved into the president’s residence as a student worker with 
its polished hardwood floors and freshly pressed linens. The Daniels built upon this lifestyle 
when they transitioned to Virginia State, and, having no children of their own, they had 
become so attached to Foreman being a part of their household that they invited her to come 
with them when they moved north.31 
 When Daniel announced that he would leave Raleigh for Petersburg, the Durham-based 
Carolina Times mourned his resignation: “Dr. Daniel has stood in the forefront of Negro 
educators of this state….It is not often that North Carolina, or any other Southern state for 
that matter, has within its borders a Negro college president who is uncompromising in his 
stand on the problems of his race.”32 Newspaper editor Louis Austin may have referred to the 
consistency with which Daniel called for racial equality in education. As a board member for 
the Association of Secondary Schools and Colleges for Negroes (ASSCN), Daniel helped to 
arrange a symposium at Fisk University in December 1945 to discuss the position of black 
                                                
the National Association of College Women. “Personal Data Concerning the New President,” Shaw University 
Bulletin 6, no. 3 (January 1937). 
 
31 Dorothy Cotton, If Your Back’s Not Bent: The Role of the Citizenship Education Program in the Civil Rights 
Movement (New York: Atria Books, 2012), 23-49, 51. Dorothy Foreman’s mother died when she was three 
years old after complications related to pregnancy. Her father, Claude, worked in a tobacco factory but 
struggled to provide for his four daughters. Because of the family’s financial difficulties, Dorothy started to 
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colleges regarding the graduate and professional education of African Americans. To 
challenge the assumption among many black college administrators that attempting to break 
down Jim Crow in higher education was out of the question, Daniel and his colleagues 
decided to feature two strong proponents of desegregation at the symposium: the NAACP’s 
lead attorney, Thurgood Marshall, and Journal of Negro Education editor and Howard 
University Dean Charles H. Thompson. Both argued that the time had come to embrace 
integration and abandon the “expedients” used to provide higher education to African 
Americans within segregation, from out-of-state tuition scholarships and regional education 
cooperatives to the development of graduate and professional programs at state-funded black 
colleges.33 
 In subsequent years, Daniel himself became an outspoken critic of efforts made by 
southern state officials to establish regional hubs for the graduate and professional education 
of African Americans in an effort to feign compliance with the decade-old Gaines decision 
and stave off legal action that might result in desegregation. Daniel wholeheartedly endorsed 
the position that the ASSCN had reached in 1948, which “unhesitatingly” condemned racial 
segregation in education as “unsound and…fraught with grave consequences to the nation 
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and to the world community.”34 While attending a regional meeting of black college 
administrators at Clark College, Daniel signed a resolution calling for colleges and 
universities to “open their doors to all citizens without regard to race, creed, or sex” and for 
“necessary action, legal and otherwise, to be initiated to achieve this end.”35 Daniel had 
rejected the position that equality could be achieved within segregation since the mid-1930s, 
when he connected the NAACP with Alice Jackson. Daniel’s acceptance of an offer to 
become the head of Virginia’s only publicly funded college for African Americans forced him 
to reconcile his principles with the political realities of becoming an employee of the state.  
 
A Statesman Returns Home to a “Delicate Position” and Uncertain Times at Virginia State 
 Robert Daniel’s inauguration at Virginia State in October 1950 came at a pivotal 
moment in the history of state-funded black colleges. A few months prior, African Americans 
who had been fighting against segregation in education for decades waited with baited breath 
as the Supreme Court announced its historic decisions in Sweatt v. Painter and McLaurin v. 
Oklahoma State Regents, which set a precedent for the desegregation of graduate and 
professional programs across the South. Because the Court’s ruling had stopped short of 
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overruling the Plessy v. Ferguson precedent, thereby leaving in place the “separate but equal” 
justification for segregation, lawyers for the NAACP’s Legal and Educational Defense Fund 
moved quickly to coordinate with state branches to apply the Sweatt and McLaurin decisions 
down the line, beginning with graduate and professional schools in the border and upper 
South. Officials at the University of Virginia took note and knew they would have to respond 
to the pending application of Gregory Hayes Swanson, a graduate of Howard University who 
had applied to the law school in 1949. Swanson’s quest to enter UVA ensnared the 
Commonwealth in a legal battle that initiated the process of desegregation and ensured that a 
great deal of uncertainty would accompany Daniel’s first year in office.36  
 From a legal perspective, Swanson’s challenge was clear cut. In contrast to its neighbor 
to the south, the state of Virginia had made no attempt to set up a law school for African 
Americans, opting instead to provide black Virginians who desired a legal education with 
scholarships to attend law school out-of-state. In the wake of Sweatt, the University of 
Virginia had no legal ground to stand on in denying Swanson’s application. This much was 
clear to UVA president Colgate Darden and the dean of the law school, who knew that 
Swanson, a qualified applicant, should be admitted. Although a majority of the student body 
in Charlottesville favored the admission of qualified African Americans to the university’s 
graduate and professional programs, and the law school faculty advocated Swanson’s 
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 413 
admission, pressure from UVA alumni and the state legislature convinced university 
administrators to reject Swanson’s application. The board of visitors, against the advice of 
state attorney general and future governor J. Lindsay Almond, announced they would not 
admit Swanson because of the state constitution’s prohibition against the racial integration of 
public schools. At the beginning of August, Swanson filed a lawsuit backed by the Virginia 
Conference of the NAACP. The entire legal battle lasted less than a month, with the Fourth 
Circuit Court of Appeals ruling in early September that the University had denied Swanson 
the equal protection of the law. The three-judge panel ordered the law school to admit 
Swanson, and he enrolled in time for the fall semester. After a year at the law school during 
which he experienced racial hostility and harassment, Swanson decided to withdraw and 
return to his career practicing law.37 Still, his admission paved the way for countless other 
African Americans. Within the year, the College of William and Mary, the Medical College 
of Virginia, and the Richmond Professional Institute had admitted their first black graduate 
and professional students.38  
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 By the end of 1950, many white state officials in Virginia had decided that allowing 
limited desegregation to take place at the graduate and professional levels—and thus 
complying with the most recent rulings of the Supreme Court—presented the only option for 
preserving segregation at the lower levels. Darden conveyed this philosophy at a meeting of 
southern governors in South Carolina: he urged state executives to combine limited 
desegregation at the graduate and professional levels with an expansion of graduate, 
professional, and undergraduate offerings at black colleges. Darden reasoned that no state 
possessed the funds to duplicate every program, at least to the standards specified by the 
Court, so it was best to use limited desegregation as a kind of safety valve, releasing the 
pressure on the state to achieve equalization at the college level and freeing up resources to 
improve elementary and secondary schools for black Virginians with the goal of maintaining 
the color line in the classroom.39 These arguments convinced Virginia Governor John Battle 
to pressure the General Assembly to commit $45 million for school construction funds, 
hoping to halt several cases that had been launched by the NAACP. At the same time, the 
governor indicated that he expected qualified African Americans to be admitted to graduate 
and professional programs at public colleges previously reserved for white students. Battle 
and other leading Democratic politicians in the state adopted a “hands off” approach to 
desegregation from “top to bottom” just as they prepared to resist desegregation from 
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“bottom to top,” according to observer J. Rupert Picott of the Virginia Teachers 
Association.40 
 On its face, Battle and other white officials’ acceptance of desegregation at the graduate 
and professional levels stood in stark contrast to the “massive resistance” movement that 
developed years later in response to the Brown v. Board decision. But, in practice, they 
expressed quite controlled and limited support for desegregation. Foreshadowing similar 
actions taken by administrators at the University of North Carolina after the Epps/McKissick 
case, the board of visitors at the University of Virginia went to lengths to preserve 
segregation in graduate fields that existed at the state’s single black college. By default, they 
referred African Americans who applied to other courses to Petersburg. Thus, the handfuls of 
African Americans admitted to graduate and professional programs at UVA in the years 
following the Swanson case had applied to programs not available at VSC or threatened to 
sue the University. Some were well-educated and prominent black Virginians whose rejection 
would have risked a public relations nightmare.41 By continuing the state’s out-of-state 
tuition grant program and its cooperative relationship with the Southern Regional Education 
Board, white state officials aimed to keep the number of African Americans who entered the 
state’s historically white institutions to a minimum.42 
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 The political environment created by the NAACP’s latest legal victories spurring 
desegregation in higher education meant that Daniel faced a significantly different situation 
than his predecessors had as president of Virginia State College. Fellow educator Charles 
Thompson noted that the president of a publicly funded college “in a state in which the 
authorities have decided to resort to some of the well-known expedients employed to evade 
admitting Negroes to existing facilities finds himself in a delicate position, to say the 
least….[H]e will have to ‘cooperate,’ at least to a minimum extent, in the program decided 
for his college by the state authorities; or, possibly resign.”43 Daniel found himself in a 
“delicate position” indeed; he faced pressure from both white state officials—his 
employers—and African American educators and lawyers fighting for racial equality—his 
friends, colleagues, and fellow race leaders. State officials expected Daniel to participate 
willingly in their use of VSC as an “expedient” to discourage African Americans from 
entering Virginia’s historically white institutions. Even if they had accepted that a small 
number of black students would seek professional training at white schools, they hoped to 
maintain the incredibly slow pace of desegregation by expending resources to create 
“substantively equal” undergraduate and graduate programs at VSC. On the other side, 
Daniel’s long-time partners in the VTA and NAACP applauded the courtroom victories and 
pledged to keep fighting until the legal system dealt Jim Crow a death blow. As J. M. Tinsley 
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of the Virginia State Conference of the NAACP declared, black Virginians no longer asked 
for separate schools, regardless of the amount of money the state poured into them. “If these 
Negro monuments are built to keep the races separated,” Tinsley said, “it will not be our 
choosing.”44     
 Daniel could have predicted the pressure he would face from both of these factions, but 
a number of uncertainties loomed over the early days of his presidency. While few people 
could imagine the complete disappearance of black collegiate institutions, the extent to which 
African Americans would continue to attend them versus the historically white institutions 
remained unknown. In the wake of the Swanson decision, NAACP lawyer Spottswood 
Robinson predicted that large numbers of African Americans would apply to the University 
of Virginia and that the out-of-state tuition scholarship program would fade away. 
Newspapers around the state speculated that the legislature’s support for graduate programs 
at Virginia State College would soon disappear.45 When Daniel assumed office in October 
1950, it remained to be seen whether these predictions would prove true or if a combination 
of discriminatory conditions at historically white institutions and the state's discouragement 
of black applicants would result in the vast majority of African Americans continuing to 
attend HBCUs. Although the NAACP had made clear that it planned to continue to pursue 
litigation to end to segregation in education, no one knew the timeline for the demise of Jim 
Crow. In the meantime, individuals questioned just how much the General Assembly was 
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willing to pay to improve educational opportunities for African Americans even in the face of 
litigation.  
 As the head of Virginia’s only black institution, how much control would Daniel have 
over the expansion of and improvements to VSC? How would white state officials balance 
their desire to preserve segregation in public school classrooms wherever possible with the 
realization that they could not afford to fight it everywhere? In these early years of limited 
desegregation at the graduate and professional level, before the Brown decision and the birth 
of the massive resistance movement in Virginia, the ideas floated and policies formulated in 
response to the possibility of full-scale desegregation were much less rigid. It is in this 
environment that Daniel took office. 
 Daniel must have seen a challenge worthy of his investment when he chose to accept 
Virginia State’s offer to lead in such tumultuous times; he had previously turned down posts 
at Florida A&M, North Carolina College, and even his alma mater, Virginia Union. If the 
presidency at Virginia State promised substantial oversight from white state officials, falling 
under the jurisdiction of the state board of education between 1930 and 1964, it also offered a 
wide variety of educational programs that aimed to provide a “one stop shop” for black 
Virginians seeking higher education. Virginia State College had earned its reputation as a 
well-respected “flagship” among black institutions—the first African American school to 
gain status as a four-year college in the 1920s.46 Thus, Daniel may have decided simply that 
he was ready to govern a more robust institution, as noted by one of his North Carolina 
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colleagues who wrote, “I have been fully aware of the fact that your ability and skill as an 
educator is too great to be confined to a small institution; and that eventually you would 
answer God’s call to shoulder a heavier load.”47   
 As unpredictable as the political climate facing VSC seemed, Daniel may have found 
the comparatively secure financial footing for the school inviting; indeed, the recent legal 
decisions ordering limited desegregation had, in a way, bolstered VSC’s financial stability. 
“How is it going to feel not having to beg for money for a change?” a friend asked upon 
Daniel’s move to Virginia State. Of course, the opportunity to return to his home state, no 
less the very campus on which he had been born, also played a significant part in Daniel’s 
decision to move to Petersburg. He may have even regarded it as a calling to assume the task 
of leading the state’s black college to new heights, despite white state officials’ desire to use 
the institution as a means to preserve segregation in education. As Professor Helen Edmonds 
of North Carolina College noted of Daniel’s new position: “[You will] serve as one bright 
star in a constellation which is so dominated by the Byrd Machine and Governor Tuck’s 
antics.”48 No doubt Daniel knew what he was getting himself into with regard to the 
Democratic machine in Virginia. Of particular relevance was the organization’s attempt a few 
years earlier to punish VSC professor and NAACP loyalist Luther Jackson for his 
involvement in the Committee for Virginia—a biracial organization of progressives dedicated 
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to removing the Byrd machine from power.49 Daniel may have correctly predicted that the 
state’s segregationist politicians would devote most of their time and energy to defeating 
legal challenges to segregation in elementary and secondary schools, but he still remained 
wary of the extent to which state officials would surveil his activities and exert pressure on 
his administration. 
 With all these considerations in mind, Daniel set out an ambitious agenda in the early 
days of his presidency to build up the quality of the institution and improve upon Virginia 
State’s strengths. He desired for the institution to serve black youth who would, in the 
coming years, opt to go there not out of sheer necessity but because it offered them excellent 
educational opportunities and a superior college environment. First, he planned to reorganize 
the academic divisions of the institution into six schools to maximize the strengths of each 
and replace the ill-defined and overlapping programs that aimed to meet the institution’s 
obligations as a land-grant, teacher-training, and liberal arts college. Second, Daniel 
endeavored to improve the academic standing of the school and the quality of the research 
being produced by setting a goal to ensure that by 1956, 100 percent of faculty members 
would hold a PhD. Third, he vowed to continue and expand upon his predecessor’s ten-year 
building plan for the campus, including the construction of nine new buildings. Finally, to 
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increase the educational reach of VSC, Daniel aimed to make significant improvements to 
the two-year Norfolk Division of the college.50  
 Daniel’s inaugural address included statements typical of public college heads facing 
an audience full of state officials, including prominent segregationists; he gestured toward the 
importance of “interracial cooperation” to achieve “interracial goodwill.” But Daniel made 
no effort to disguise his belief in the “inherent equality of men” and the fact that the South 
faced “a reevaluation of human relations.” “Liberty, industry, and democracy have replaced 
slavery, plantation…and aristocratic rule,” Daniel explained. He called for both races to 
come to the table in developing solutions to the “racial problems” of the day, which also 
served as a subtle call for the involvement of African Americans in policymaking and office 
holding.51 The celebration included other signs of Daniel’s unapologetic embrace of racial 
equality, which he knew could only be achieved by ending segregation.52 For example, 
Daniel had chosen Mordecai Johnson, the president of Howard University, to perform the 
benediction. After quoting Thomas Jefferson’s declaration that “all men are created equal,” 
Johnson prayed: “May the day soon come when any soul, no matter what color it may be 
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clothed, shall be welcome in the classrooms of all the educational institutions of Virginia.” At 
the conclusion of the ceremony, the college invited event speakers and attendees to dine 
together in the cafeteria, which became, as the Afro-American noted, the first interracial 
luncheon held in a campus building in the school’s history.53 
 During the first few years of his administration, Daniel made remarkable progress on 
his agenda, aided in part by the state’s willingness to pay to expand educational opportunities 
for African Americans at the historically black institution. Between 1951 and 1955, the 
administration completed construction on a new infirmary, a home economics building, a 
stadium, four faculty apartments, and a women’s dormitory named after VSC alumna Mary 
E. Branch, who had gone on to become the president of Tillotson College. In 1954, the 
college also built a student activities building named for Daniel’s predecessor, the late 
President Luther Foster. Campus historian Edgar Toppin referred to Daniel’s tenure as “a 
golden age of building” at Virginia State.54  
 With regard to the academic restructuring of the college, Daniel implemented his plan 
immediately, reorganizing the campus into three colleges and six schools: the liberal arts 
college contained the school of arts and sciences and the school of commerce. The teachers 
college contained the school of education; and the land-grant college contained the schools of 
agriculture, home economics, and industries. Three divisions—basic education, graduate 
studies, and field services—undergirded Daniel’s more modern structure but were not their 
own departments. As of 1952, all undergraduates were now required to complete the basic 
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education curriculum before advancing to a more specialized area of study under one of the 
six schools. The reorganization plan incorporated graduate studies into each school and 
college, as opposed leaving the program to stand alone as it had under the previous 
administration.55 
 As part of the restructuring of the college, Daniel shepherded the Norfolk Division of 
the college toward independence. This constituted a kind of pet project for Daniel, who as a 
Virginia Union administrator had overseen the beginning of the Norfolk campus, which 
existed then a two-year program run by Union. But VSC had acquired Norfolk in the early 
1940s when it became financially untenable for Union to continue its operation. In planning 
for improvements to the Norfolk Division, Daniel ensured that the advisory committee set up 
to oversee the project included several African Americans—a marked contrast to the all-
white board of education that governed VSC.56 Under Daniel’s administration, the Norfolk 
Division transitioned to a four-year curriculum in two fields—elementary education and 
business. Previously, Norfolk students would transfer to Petersburg if they wished to earn a 
four-year degree. The enrollment at Norfolk exploded, from 854 in 1949 to 2,093 in 1956, 
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and 12 hours of humanities. It is possible that Daniel’s reorganization of the college was designed to harmonize 
the structure of VSC with that of the historically white schools within the public system. Such reorganization 
had been accomplished in Kentucky with an eye toward desegregation. The U.S. Office of Education had urged 
the state of Kentucky to see its black and white institutions of higher learning as one system, reorganizing the 
black college in Frankfurt to match the predominantly white schools. R. B. Atwood, “The Public Negro College 
in a Racially Integrated System of Higher Education,” Journal of Negro Education 21, no. 3 (Summer 1952): 
358-359.  
 
56 “New Va. State College Head Confers with Norfolk Division Advisors,” Journal and Guide, 17 February 
1950, Box 18, clippings file, RPD. The advisory committee included Charles J. Duke of William and Mary, J. 
Eugene Diggs, A. H. Foreman, P. B. Young of the Norfolk Journal and Guide, Lyman B. Brooks, Rev. Harvey 
N. Johnson, G.W.C. Brown, Winston Douglas, and Louis I. Jaffe of the Norfolk Virginian Pilot. 
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demonstrating the demand for higher education among African Americans in that area of the 
state. By 1960, there were almost as many students enrolled in the Norfolk Division as on the 
Petersburg campus. Norfolk State College would become an independent institution in 1969, 
but the Daniel administration had paved its path to independence much earlier.57  
 Although white state officials aimed to improve and expand VSC as a means to limit 
the number of African Americans enrolling at the state’s predominantly white colleges, 
Daniel appeared to have no interest in allowing his institution to be used to forestall 
desegregation. Like Elder at North Carolina College, Daniel’s focus remained on 
strengthening undergraduate programs as well as those graduate programs that already 
existed. One month into his administration, State Superintendent of Public Instruction 
Dowell Howard asked Daniel to provide suggestions “concerning what 
improvements…might be made to more adequately meet the needs of the Negro race on the 
college level.” Daniel confined his financial requests of the state to the aforementioned 
agenda items related to enhancing the quality of the institution rather than the quantity of 
programs. To be sure, Howard did not think that the state should invest resources in creating 
“special schools of medicine and law or other professions” at Virginia State. Given recent 
court decisions, he regarded the entrance of black students to professional programs at the 
state’s historically white universities as a fait accompli. The fiscal conservatism that 
characterized the Democratic Party in Virginia also meant that the governor and the state 
                                                
57 Dowell J. Howard to Battle, 4 December 1951, Folder “State Board of Education,” Box 65, Governor Battle 
Executive Papers, Library of Virginia, Richmond, Virginia (hereafter cited as BEP); Daniel to Gov. Battle, 22 
March 1952, Budget Request for VSC-Petersburg and Norfolk, for Biennium 1952-1954, 6 February 1952, 
Daniel to Gov. Battle, 23 July 1953, Daniel to Gov. Battle, 4 December 1953, all in Folder “Education-Virginia 
State College for Negroes,” Box 71, BEP; Toppin, Loyal Sons and Daughters, 127. The task of upbuilding the 
Norfolk campus demonstrated that although the state was willing to pay to improve black institutions with the 
hope of limiting black enrollment at predominantly white institutions, it was only willing to pay so much. 
Daniel had to repeatedly make emergency requests of Governor Battle and the state legislature as lawmakers 
dragged their heels on providing necessary appropriations to upgrade the plant and ready it for expansion. 
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legislature appeared to have little interest in creating new graduate programs to reduce the 
number of African Americans entering the University of Virginia or Virginia Polytechnic 
Institute (VPI).58  
 State lawmakers seemed satisfied with maintaining the out-of-state tuition scholarship 
program and cooperative agreements with Meharry Medical College and the Tuskegee 
Institute to satisfy the demands of black Virginians for graduate and professional degrees, 
never mind that such arrangements defied the Supreme Court.59 White state officials kept an 
eye on the number of graduate programs and undergraduate concentrations unavailable at 
VSC but available at the state’s historically white institutions, so that they remained aware of 
where desegregation was likely to proceed.60 In general, state officials showed a lack of 
resistance to desegregation at the graduate and professional levels, and Daniel showed no 
                                                
58 Dowell J. Howard to Governor John S. Battle, 9 November 1950, Folder, “State Board of Education,” Box 
65, BEP; R.P. Daniel to Mr. Warren Wright, with copy to Governor Battle, 21 August 1952, Folder “Education-
Virginia State College for Negroes,” Box 71, BEP; Picott, “Desegregation of Higher Education in Virginia,” 
326-327. In general, African Americans who were pursuing graduate or professional work that was not offered 
by VSC, such as in the fields of medicine, law, engineering, and social work, were admitted to UVA, the 
College of William and Mary, the Medical College of Virginia, Richmond Professional Institute, or VPI.  
 
59 Deel, “Virginia’s Minimal Resistance,” 72; Picott, “Desegregation of Higher Education in Virginia,” 326-
327, 329. Although the number of scholarships granted and the amount of money spent on out-of-state tuition 
payments declined over the decade, the state of Virginia still spent $130,439.20 to send 557 black students out 
of state for graduate education in 1956-1957. To compare, the state spent approximately $180,000 in 1949-1950 
to send 641 black students out of state. Through the cooperative agreements with Tuskegee and Meharry 
Medical College, the state of Virginia spent $35,000 in 1956-1957 to send 25 students to these institutions to 
pursue professional education in medicine, dentistry, or veterinary medicine. In 1949-1950, the state spent 
$31,500 to send 19 students to these same programs. The cooperative relationship with Meharry continued even 
after the Medical College of Virginia admitted its first African American students; in this fashion, Virginia state 
officials were able to offer black students an alternative to entering the MCV. 
 
60 Graduate and professional programs offered by the University of Virginia, Virginia State College, and 
Virginia Polytechnic Institute, November 1950, Folder, “State Board of Education,” Box 65, BEP. The graduate 
programs and undergraduate concentrations available at the University of Virginia but not at VSC included: 
graduate and professional degrees PhD, EdD, LLM, SJD, MD; master of arts or science in archeology, Greek, 
Latin, German, religion, French, Spanish, Italian, economics, foreign affairs, philosophy, political science, 
psychology, rural social economics, astronomy, geography, geology, speech, and drama; bachelor of science in 
architecture, chemistry, or commerce; and bachelor of engineering. Undergraduate sub-specialties in 
engineering existed at Virginia Polytechnic Institute but were unavailable at VSC. Three programs existed at 
VSC that were not offered at the state’s historically white institutions: master of educational psychology; 
bachelor of library science; and a bachelor of science in industrial management.  
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interest in adding programs to VSC, even in the college’s areas of strength. The uneventful 
entrance in 1951 of Walter N. Ridley and Louise Stokes Hunter, both professors at VSC, to 
the PhD program in Education at the University of Virginia provided a case in point.61 Daniel 
intended the improvements to the campus and academic programs at Virginia State in the 
years following the Swanson decision to rectify long-standing inadequacies and financial 
neglect the institution had experienced at the hands of the state. Such expansion, particularly 
of the physical plant, was not designed to stand in the way of African Americans attending 
historically white institutions in the state, although white state officials might have regarded 
it as such. Indeed, Daniel saw his reorganization and upbuilding at Virginia State as part of a 
long-term plan to improve an institution that would, for the foreseeable future, continue to 
serve a large number of black Virginians and, at the same time, prepare the school to survive 
as an important part of a fully integrated system of higher education.62  
                                                
61 “U.Va. Enrolls Negro, Ph.D. Candidate,” Richmond News Leader, 27 September 1950; Maurice B. Jones, 
“Hunter-McDaniel,” Scholarship Information from Virginia State University, accessed 1 June 2017, 
http://www.vsu.edu/about/history/buildings/hunter-mcdaniel.php; Wallenstein, “Black Southerners and Non-
Black Universities: Desegregating Higher Education, 1935-1967,” History of Higher Education Annual, 19 
(1999): 133-134; “4 Negroes Enter UVa,” 31 August 1955, 13. Ridley and Hunter both graduated in the 
summer of 1953, becoming the first African Americans to earn a PhD from the University of Virginia, and 
possibly the first to earn a PhD from any state-funded historically white university in the South. Ridley taught 
education and psychology at VSC and had completed his course requirements and qualification exams at the 
University of Minnesota. He had a BA and master’s degree from Howard University. Louise Hunter had a BS 
and MS in Mathematics from Howard. She was married to John McNeile Hunter, who had been a Physics 
professor at VSC since 1925, having earned his PhD from Cornell in 1937. In 1953, without litigation, Virginia 
Polytechnic Institute desegregated its undergraduate program in engineering, becoming the first historically 
white public four-year institution to desegregate at the undergraduate level. The Petersburg Progress-Index 
reported as a matter-of-fact and with little fanfare that as of 1955, almost two dozen African Americans had 
enrolled at the University of Virginia since Gregory Swanson’s entrance in 1950.  
 
62 R. B. Atwood, “The Public Negro College in a Racially Integrated System of Higher Education.” Journal of 
Negro Education 21 (Summer 1952): 357-362. R.B. Atwood, the president of historically black Kentucky State 
and Daniel’s colleague in the Association of Negro Land Grant Colleges, suggested that black land-grant 
schools should take steps to sustain themselves while also paving the way for complete integration. Atwood 
lamented the casualties of desegregation in Louisville that had resulted in the closing down of Louisville 
Municipal College and the unemployment of many black instructors, of whom just one was offered a post at the 
University of Louisville. Thus, Atwood suggested that the integration of faculty must take place alongside the 
integration of students. Moreover, concern for the future of the historically black institution must coexist 
alongside the goal of complete integration of higher education. After establishing that black land-grant colleges 
received an unequal share of federal land-grant funds—just $2.3 million compared to the $43.5 million received 
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 Such an approach appeared in conflict with the agenda of the NAACP, which called for 
the immediate desegregation of higher education and offered little in the way of prognosis for 
the future of black land-grant institutions. Walter White suggested, “The colored people of 
the United States must be willing to give up on the little kingdoms that have been carved out 
in Southern states for so-called land-grant colleges. These schools do not begin to match the 
quality of white institutions.”63 As a long-time member of the NAACP, Daniel struggled with 
how to reconcile his support for the organization with his position as a state college 
president. This task became all the more difficult after the Brown decision, as white state 
officials ramped up their opposition to desegregation and organized a “massive resistance” 
movement. Throughout this tumultuous period in which the state of Virginia gained national 
attention for its policymakers’ opposition to black communities’ efforts to achieve racial 
equality in education, Daniel planted his feet firmly on the sidelines as a quiet supporter of 
black activists, careful to avoid being labeled an instigator; he was connected but, for the 
most part, not directly involved.  
                                                
by white land-grant schools—Atwood suggested that black land-grant colleges should do the following in 
preparation for full-scale desegregation in higher education: expand vertically rather than horizontally by 
strengthening programs that were already strong and making them more efficient; resist attempts by state 
officials to add courses and curricula that the institutions were ill-equipped to support; and resist efforts by state 
officials to use the black institutions to “nullify” recent Supreme Court decisions. The black land grant college, 
Atwood said, “should seek to become outstandingly efficient in the areas of work historically a part of the Land 
Grant College so that as integration comes each of these institutions will without any difficulty or question be 
incorporated within the educational system.” (Adjusted for population, the black land-grant colleges in 
Atwood’s estimation should have received a minimum of $11 million.) Atwood, “The Public Negro College,” 
357-362. 
 
63 Walter White, “Some Tactics Which Should Supplement Resort to the Courts in Achieving Racial Integration 
in Education,” Journal of Negro Education 21, no. 3 (Summer 1952): 341-342. White suggested further that it 
was economically wasteful and unfair to ask northern states, which contributed to the funding made available to 
land-grant institutions, to pay for a duplicate system in the South. He called it a “brake on progress” to ask for 
more funding for black land-grant institutions “unless their programs are radically revised.” It is unclear what 
constituted a radical revision in White’s mind, and whether Atwood and Daniel’s vision of building up 
institutions that could more adequately serve African Americans in the meantime and might survive competition 
with historically white schools through the process of desegregation would pass White’s test. Walter White, 




 Brown v. Board, Massive Resistance, and Daniel’s Leadership of VSC in a New Era 
 The strength of the massive resistance movement in Virginia, which emerged in the 
wake of the Brown decision, reflected the strength and energy of the movement to remove 
Jim Crow’s hold on the classroom. Throughout the 1940s, the Virginia State Conference of 
the NAACP launched more school equalization cases than in any other southern state, and it 
stood ready and willing to implement the national organization’s 1950 shift in strategy, which 
held that all new lawsuits filed by the NAACP would confront segregation head on. In 1951 
when a group of black students in Prince Edward County decided to boycott R.R. Moton 
High for its lack of resources and overcrowding, Oliver Hill and Spottswood Robinson of the 
Virginia NAACP explained that they would only take the case if the students and their 
parents understood that they would attack the legal foundations of segregation itself rather 
than asking for equalization.64 The lawsuit that they filed, Davis v. Prince Edward County, 
became one of the five cases folded into the Brown v. Board ruling. In contrast to the 
relatively minimal opposition they mounted in response to the desegregation of higher 
education, segregationists in the Commonwealth poured substantial resources into defending 
segregation at the lower level. The state dispatched Attorney General Almond to Prince 
Edward County to coordinate the legal defense of school officials and paid for some of the 
most prominent white attorneys to serve as counsel. As they had done with Virginia State 
College, government officials in Richmond also arranged to funnel more money into black 
schools, hoping such improvements—or in some cases brand new buildings—would put an 
                                                
64 Daugherity, Keep On Keeping On, 10-11, 16, 19-20. These school equalization cases built on the VSC’s 
success in the area of teacher salary equalization (e.g., Alston v. City School Board of Norfolk). 
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end to litigation. But the NAACP attorneys and the plaintiffs they represented remained 
committed to seeing the Prince Edward County case through to the top.65 
 When the Supreme Court ordered Prince Edward County schools to desegregate as part 
of the Brown decision in May 1954, segregationists around the state grew incensed that a 
seed of the decision that declared segregation unconstitutional had been sewn in the 
Commonwealth. Virginia’s recently elected Governor Thomas B. Stanley initially reacted to 
the decision with calm consideration, pledging to work with both black and white leaders to 
develop “a plan which will be acceptable to our citizens and keeping with the edict of the 
court.” Facing pressure from Senator Harry F. Byrd, Stanley’s diplomatic promises soon gave 
way to a stance of defiance to the Supreme Court. By June, and because his political viability 
depended on it, Governor Stanley pledged to use “every legal means at my command to 
continue segregated schools.”66 
 In the brief moment when Stanley and the white officials in Virginia’s educational 
bureaucracy seemed open to discussions surrounding the implementation of the Brown 
decision, Daniel expressed his belief that compliance could be achieved at the local level if 
black and white citizens of Petersburg came together and formulate a plan of action. He 
joined NAACP attorney Oliver Hill, Virginia Teachers Association President J. B. Woodson, 
minister S. E. Alexander, and newspaperman P. B. Young in meeting with the governor and 
calling for him to lead Virginia to a position of influence by complying with the Supreme 
Court’s decision. They suggested that the voluntary desegregation of schools in communities 
with minimal opposition would constitute an important step on the road to complete 
                                                
65 Daugherity, Keep On Keeping On, 20-21. 
 
66 Daugherity, Keep On Keeping On, 23, 33, 48-49. 
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integration.67 The NAACP initially endorsed this gradual and voluntary path to 
desegregation, the organization’s leaders drafting an implementation plan that directed local 
branch leaders to gather representatives from black and white community organizations to 
“negotiate and cooperate” with their school boards to bring about compliance with Brown. 
They saw litigation to achieve compliance as a possibility, but not the preferred course of 
action.68 NAACP officials did not imagine that integration would be achieved overnight, but 
they expected that localities would start taking action by the fall of 1955. In hindsight, the 
NAACP’s plan was naive and based on the assumption that white Americans would heed the 
ruling of the Supreme Court. As Virginia NAACP attorney Oliver Hill explained 
retrospectively, white Southerners’ response to Brown constituted a “rude awakening” for 
many black Southerners optimistic that they could achieve compliance without further legal 
action.69  
 When asked about the implications of the Brown ruling for higher education, Daniel 
indicated that he expected things to remain relatively unchanged at VSC. If some black 
students opted to attend historically white schools in the Commonwealth, Daniel explained, 
countless others waited to attend Virginia State. Typical enrollment at the college in recent 
years had reached between 1,400 and 1,500 students, but hundreds of applicants had 
remained on the waiting list. Daniel did suggest that VSC would likely enroll white students 
                                                
67 Daugherity, Keep On Keeping On, 29; “Governor Confers with Negro Leaders,” Petersburg Progress-Index, 
24 May 1954. Hill recalled that in the meeting Governor Stanley had asked the five black leaders to accept 
segregation in exchange for improvements to their schools. 
 
68 Daugherity, Keep On Keeping On, 26-27. The national NAACP hatched its Brown implementation plan at a 
meeting held in Atlanta one week after the decision, and this program was endorsed at the annual meeting of the 
NAACP held later that summer in Dallas. Petersburg NAACP President R.E. Avant had expressed his support 
for the organization’s program, suggesting to Petersburg’s white newspaper that “the people will probably get 
together and work out something to comply with the rulings.” Progress-Index, 30 May 1954. 
 
69 Hill, Sr. quoted in Daugherity, Keep On Keeping On, 27. 
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in the near future as a result of Brown. “For a number of years, we have had applications 
from white students, several of them from the Petersburg area,” he said. “In light of the Court 
rulings, we may be able to admit them,” Daniel said. Of course, Daniel’s imagined 
desegregation of the campus remained subject to the review of state officials, who had begun 
to announce their refusal to comply with the federal judiciary.70   
 The Virginia State Conference of the NAACP responded to the intransigence of state 
officials by directing local branches to petition their school boards to desegregate their 
schools. If school officials ignored the petitions, the NAACP had the ingredients for a 
lawsuit. Even after the Supreme Court’s 1955 vague ruling in Brown II, which ordered 
desegregation to take place “with all deliberate speed,” the NAACP remained committed to 
approaching further legal action with caution and giving localities a chance to implement the 
decision. Prince Edward County proved the exception. NAACP attorneys there continued to 
demand implementation of the Brown decision, which had theoretically settled the case they 
had been litigating since 1951.71 In the meantime, the resistance of white state officials drove 
the state NAACP closer and closer to legal action. The General Assembly passed a law to 
initiate a referendum asking voters whether they wanted to amend the state constitution, 
which they designed to pave the way for the all-white Gray commission’s plan to set up 
publicly funded tuition grants for white students to attend private schools.72 State officials 
                                                
70 Daniel, quoted in “Effect of Decisions on Schools, College Here Not Immediate,” Progress-Index, 30 May 
1954. Daniel was ordered to reject 12 white applicants in August 1954 due to state officials’ insistence that 
segregation was the law of the land in Virginia. The Pittsburgh Courier described VSC officials as having 
“bowed to state law” by refusing the 12 students. Pittsburgh Courier, 13 November 1954; “White Students 
Rejected,” Tampa Bay Times, 25 August 1954; Daugherity, Keep On Keeping On, 23. 
 
71 Daugherity, Keep On Keeping On, 36-38. 
 
72 Daugherity, Keep On Keeping On, 15-16, 23-24. Governor Stanley appointed the all-white Gray Commission 
after the Brown decision. The members were state legislators, and by the fall of 1955, their recommendations 
included: local-level pupil placement plans, which would allow school boards to maintain segregation through 
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increasingly embraced the theory of “interposition,” which held that the state, in order to 
defend its own interests, could prevent the federal government from enforcing a law it 
considered unconstitutional within its borders. White segregationists in Southside Virginia 
had organized the Defenders of White Supremacy and Individual Liberties, which called 
upon its membership to resist the rulings of the Supreme Court and floated the idea of closing 
down Virginia’s public schools completely in order to preserve segregation through private 
academies. Segregationists, from average citizens to top policymakers, made a point of 
harassing the NAACP at every turn. On January 9, 1956, voters in Virginia approved the 
referendum to change the state constitution to allow tuition grants for private schools. That 
same week, the national NAACP approved a new agenda to bring lawsuits in eight southern 
states, including Virginia, where resistance to school desegregation remained highest. 
Lawyers for the Virginia NAACP made plans to file a lawsuit in the city of Arlington to force 
compliance with Brown, and state officials sensed that the organization had more lawsuits in 
the pipeline.73  
 By February 1956, the Virginia General Assembly had officially passed a resolution of 
interposition, and Senator Byrd called upon his fellow southern lawmakers to advocate 
“massive resistance” to school desegregation. Policymakers in Virginia ramped up their 
attacks on the NAACP, drafting bills to place strict requirements on organizations filing 
lawsuits and launching an investigation of any organization promoting school desegregation. 
                                                
factors like residential location; the abandonment of the state’s compulsory school attendance law; and the tax-
supported tuition grants for private schools.  
 
73 Daugherity, Keep On Keeping On, 38-41, 43, 45-47. The referendum passed 2 to 1 (but overwhelmingly 
failed among black voters), setting up a constitutional convention that took place in March 1956. At the special 
legislative session that debated the possibility of a constitutional amendment, Oliver Hill of the NAACP stood 
up during public comments and condemned the attempt to change the state constitution to avoid desegregation, 
even slamming his fist down and threatening legal action through the NAACP. 
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NAACP plaintiffs and lawyers, as well as supporters of the organization’s lawsuits, 
experienced threats and violent acts of intimidation. Those involved in NAACP’s lawsuits, 
launched in five Virginia communities by the spring of 1956, risked their economic 
livelihood, as several plaintiffs had lost their jobs.74 That summer, as federal courts ordered 
school districts in Arlington and Charlottesville to desegregate, Virginia lawmakers convened 
a special session to pass a new set of massive resistance laws. Known collectively as the 
Stanley Plan, these laws created a state-run pupil placement board that would assume 
responsibility for assigning all students in Virginia, thereby superseding local school boards’ 
authority and making it possible for the governor to close down and withhold all public funds 
from schools ordered to desegregate by courts of law. Another law passed during the special 
session required the NAACP to disclose its membership lists to the public. The Virginia State 
Conference quickly challenged the constitutionality of this law and others, but the legislators 
had already succeeded in forcing the organization to waste precious time and resources 
challenging this legislation in the courts.75 
 Against this backdrop, Daniel’s support for desegregation and the NAACP’s agenda put 
him in a curious position as a state employee who had aligned himself in direct opposition to 
the stance of white state officials. Whereas Daniel and other black educational leaders in 
Virginia had called on Governor Stanley to lead the way in the desegregation of schools, the 
                                                
74 Daugherity, Keep On Keeping On, 48-51. Most southern members of Congress signed Byrd’s “Southern 
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governor had instead positioned the Commonwealth to become a leader in the massive 
resistance movement against school desegregation. In so doing, state officials under the 
influence of the Byrd machine fully intended to destroy the NAACP.76 From 1956 to 1959, 
during the height of massive resistance, Daniel tried balance his support for desegregation as 
well as his long-term loyalty to the NAACP and its agenda with his role as the president of 
Virginia’s only college designed to serve African Americans. Whereas the NAACP focused 
on jumpstarting the process of desegregation in multiple communities throughout the state, 
Daniel concentrated on what that process meant for African Americans wishing to pursue 
higher education. Throughout this period in which he felt the constraints of working within 
the public system of education, he campaigned to defend VSC against questions raised about 
its purpose and take the institution to new heights. 
 Daniel made no attempt to conceal his membership in the Virginia State Conference of 
the NAACP; in fact, he demonstrated his commitment to the organization by purchasing a 
lifetime membership at a time when white backlash to the Brown decision gained strength. 
Moreover, as the head of the Conference of Presidents of Land Grant Colleges, Daniel led the 
organization to pass a resolution endorsing the Supreme Court’s decision, calling on the 
judiciary to clarify its decision with regard to implementation. The following year, the 
Conference merged with the previously all-white Association of Land-Grant Colleges and 
State Universities. As he had done at Shaw, Daniel supported the campus chapter of the 
NAACP at Virginia State, one of four college chapters in the state of Virginia.77 That the 
campus chapter stayed afloat during the period of massive resistance offered a testament to 
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the commitment of VSC students but also the support from more permanent members of 
campus like the chapter’s faculty advisor.78 
 Among colleagues and close associates and during on-campus talks, Daniel spoke 
freely and optimistically about white resistance to desegregation. In the summer of 1956, he 
told a gathering of black vocational teachers who had attended a training institute at VSC, 
“These people in the south land just can’t see it [but] they can’t stop the ruling of the 
Supreme Court.” Despite the “morbid predictions and threats of bloodshed” articulated by 
Virginia’s segregationists, Daniel told the teachers that the United States would not reverse 
course on its march toward racial equality. “This whole question of integration is so much a 
part of our international relations,” he said. “We, as the pioneering and leading country in the 
world for democracy must believe, set forth the principles, and try more and more to abide by 
the practices of this pronounced democracy.” In an address to the VSC student body in 1958, 
Daniel connected the United States’ failure to achieve supremacy in the Cold War against the 
Soviet Union to its failure to confront white supremacy domestically: “[O]ne of the great 
‘booger boos’ around our neck…is this ugly picture of race discrimination,” he said.79 
 Still, fellow black educational leaders accused Daniel from time to time of operating an 
institution that served white state officials’ desire to preserve segregation in higher education. 
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For example, Virginia Union Dean Thomas H. Henderson—whose private institution 
competed with VSC for black students—suggested that VSC's role was to “hold the line 
against a too rapid influx of Negro students into colleges formerly for white students only.” 
Daniel maintained that in a world where the courts had struck down the legal underpinnings 
of segregation in education, black students who chose to attend a college that had historically 
existed for African Americans “should not feel that [they are] perpetuating segregation.” 
Virginia State had “no need and no wish to appeal for survival by voluntary segregation,” 
Daniel said. His desire to see VSC admit white students after Brown offered further proof of 
his commitment, but as a state employee, he heeded the state board of education’s directions 
not to admit any of the white applicants seeking entrance. As the administrator of Virginia’s 
out-of-state tuition scholarship program for African American students and a member of the 
Southern Regional Education Board, Daniel participated to an extent in segregationists’ 
agenda to use these vehicles to preserve the color line in higher education. His more private 
remarks and associations, however, suggest that he opposed this agenda even though he did 
not always express his opposition in public due to state officials’ attempts to shut down the 
NAACP and its advocates.80 
 In addition to defending his institution against charges that it perpetuated segregation, 
Daniel sought to reimagine the role that VSC would play in a desegregated world. This 
question was of little concern to the NAACP, which had been litigating desegregation cases 
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for the last several years, but it remained of the utmost importance to black college 
administrators like Daniel. Should VSC continue to focus on educating African Americans 
and embracing its unique identity as Virginia’s only black public college? Or, should VSC 
market itself as a “colorblind” space, recruiting white students to apply and preparing itself to 
compete with historically white schools for students and faculty? During the period of 
massive resistance, the possibility of open competition with historically white schools was 
largely pushed to the side, given white officials’ rejection of white students’ applications to 
VSC. But Daniel wisely considered the changes he would need to make at the school should 
the political climate change. Admitting white students to black schools constituted an 
important element in the desegregation process, at least in theory. Moreover, recruiting white 
students and faculty would become financially necessary down the road as academically and 
athletically talented students and black scholars with PhDs opted to attend or work at 
historically white institutions.81 The vast majority of Daniel’s focus thus remained on 
bolstering Virginia State’s image as a truly excellent institution where African Americans 
could flourish. 
 To counter the image of inferiority that pervaded state-funded black colleges 
represented Daniel’s biggest challenge. More than a decade of NAACP-sponsored litigation 
had hammered home the idea that black schools were sub-par, and Brown had successfully 
advanced the notion that “separate was inherently unequal.” While historically black 
colleges, in the words of Benjamin Mays, remained the most prepared to “administer to the 
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spiritual, social, economic, and cultural needs of the majority of Negro students,” they had to 
escape the stereotype as second-rate institutions that existed only because of segregation. 
Whenever possible, Daniel reminded Virginia State’s students and staff of the school’s 
history, that it had played a foundational role in the lives of black Virginians and that it 
provided all who walked its halls with “a place to stand.” “It is very important in life for us to 
realize that we can never make an advance, we can never lift anything, we can never get 
ahead unless we have firm under-girdings,” he told the campus community. The NAACP’s 
victories before the Supreme Court, Daniel suggested, had shifted the foundations on which 
the VSC community stood: “The citizens of this generation are facing a different base, a 
place to stand different from that assigned—separate but equal—but entirely a different base 
involving democracy as the equality of every individual not only in terms of opportunity.”82 
For three quarters of a century, Virginia State had provided its inhabitants with a firm footing, 
giving them the tools they needed to survive and thrive in the Jim Crow South. Now, Daniel 
sought to remind the campus of that tradition and carry it forward by reimagining the role of 
the institution in a world where desegregation had not only become possible but probable.  
 Part of this re-imagination involved instilling confidence in the students, reminding 
them that they were as capable of success as anyone, regardless of the color of their skin. 
“Let’s believe in our ability and let our young people feel that the only deterrent factor has 
been the lack of opportunity,” Daniel told a group of young teachers—one of VSC’s largest 
constituencies. “We can teach subject matter but we must catch the spirit of achievement and 
confidence,” he said. Daniel believed that VSC must encourage black youth to keep breaking 
down barriers. Given his experience serving on the International Development Advisory 
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Board in Liberia, he suggested that black graduates should aspire to positions of government 
service not only in the United States but around the globe.83  
 Daniel also contemplated the importance of building up people’s confidence in the 
institution itself. The occasion of Virginia State’s seventy-fifth anniversary provided him with 
the opportunity to reflect upon and measure the strength of the college, which he regarded a 
top-notch institution despite the chronic underfunding and limitations it had faced. Aided by 
white state officials’ willingness to pay to maintain high enrollments of black students at 
VSC, Daniel had pursued a large-scale building program. An anniversary tribute to the 
college from the VTA explained that VSC was responsible for training 75 percent of the 
black teachers in the state. More than 5,400 students enrolled in the college, its summer 
school, and extension services. The campus plant at Petersburg and the Norfolk Division 
were valued at more than $12 million. In 1957, Virginia State attained accreditation as a full 
member in the Southern Association of Colleges and Secondary Schools, which had recently 
begun the process of disbanding its separate categories for black and white schools. Just one 
other state land grant college had made the list, and Daniel made a point of telling people that 
SACS admitted VSC as a college not as a university. While other southern states had added 
“university” to the names of their historically black institutions in order to feign equality, 
Daniel “didn’t want Virginia with its conservative pattern on segregation…to think its fooling 
anybody by changing our name to prevent Negroes from going to the University of 
Virginia.”84 
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 Daniel felt confident that VSC would survive in a desegregated world. As Virginia’s 
only historically black institution and the beneficiary of federal land-grant funds, he expected 
the institution to continue to grow in the coming years. Nevertheless, he waged a campaign 
for academic excellence as a means to counter the image of inferiority surrounding black 
institutions, prepare black youth for an integrated world, and ensure the school’s success in 
competing against predominantly white institutions. Just as the college would need to 
compete in an era of desegregated education, black students would need to prepare 
themselves for a no-holds-barred society. And Daniel worried that some young African 
Americans remained ill-prepared for the open doors of integration. Southern state 
legislatures, in an attempt to evade the Court’s rulings, would rely on other means of 
segregation, he warned. Admission based on test scores could keep African Americans out of 
certain educational programs; even the best black educational institutions were not designed 
to prepare students for standardized examinations. “Equality of opportunity means 
willingness to be judged by equality of standards,” Daniel told a student audience. Although 
he supported the students by doing all he could to make Virginia State a premier public 
institution, he also emphasized that the burden to succeed fell on the shoulders of young 
African Americans themselves. Students at Virginia State accepted the challenge and drove 
each other to excel in their academic pursuits. As Wilbert D. Edgerton, a student reporter for 
the Virginia Statesman and a leader on campus, noted: Virginia State students should “strive 
to get the gold instead of the silver” in their scholarship, “for the whole wide world is on the 
gold standard.”85  
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 Whether desegregation proceeded or remained stymied by the Byrd Machine, Virginia 
State bore the responsibility of educating the bulk of the state’s college-bound African 
Americans. Daniel succeeded in claiming that responsibility and refashioning VSC into an 
unapologetically black institution that could compete with predominantly white schools for 
accolades and accreditations. But other members of the campus community—faculty, staff, 
and the students themselves—were largely responsible for creating the culture on campus 
that encouraged the flourishing of black youth and supported those students who did not wish 
to act as footsoldiers in the battle for school desegregation. While students appreciated the 
new buildings and revamped academic programs, their devotion to their alma mater also had 
much to do with their extracurricular activities. They linked their sense of pride in the 
institution to their involvement in fraternities and sororities, athletics, the debating society, 
and the theatre guild. Their time at VSC instilled in them a sense of gratitude to the architects 
and administrators of the school, which was on display annually during Founders Day 
celebrations.86  
 
The Connections between Virginia State College and the Freedom Struggle in Petersburg  
 President Daniel’s support for the NAACP’s efforts to desegregate Virginia’s public 
schools meant that ample opportunities existed for VSC students to engage the major players 
in the campaign. Several of the attorneys for the national organization’s Legal Defense and 
Educational Fund had been litigating cases for the Virginia State Conference of the NAACP 
for more than a decade, and they visited campus for a variety of events in the late 1950s, 
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exposing VSC students to the inner workings of the organization’s legal strategy. In 1957, 
soon after the General Assembly had enacted Governor Stanley’s massive resistance plan, 
Spottswood Robinson addressed an event sponsored by the campus chapter of the VTA. That 
same month, Martin Luther King, Jr. visited campus, addressing students and joining 
President Daniel, faculty members, and student leaders for a banquet afterward. James Nabrit 
Jr. visited campus in the midst of the Little Rock crisis, and Daniel introduced him as “one of 
the master minds of strategy in the civil rights cases.” Nabrit called on the students in the 
audience to use their college-educated minds to combat the unintelligent and purely 
emotional behavior of white segregationist mobs. Oliver Hill subsequently came campus to 
talk to students about how school integration, as college students and, for many of them, as 
future teachers, would affect them.87  
 A review of the campus newspaper reveals that Virginia State students stayed tuned to 
the major developments in the struggle to end segregation. Student reporters regularly 
published editorials commenting on the injustice of state officials’ efforts to deny public 
funding to integrated schools and critiquing their fellow students who continued to patronize 
segregated dining establishments in Petersburg. The campus NAACP took out ads in the 
Virginia Statesman, seeking to increase its membership, and several of its members—who 
also held leadership positions in the Virginia-wide conference of college chapters and youth 
councils—wrote regular pieces keeping the campus informed of the organization’s news.88 
Surveys appeared in the pages of the paper, asking members of the campus community what 
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they thought should be done to aid the cause of desegregation. All responses revealed an 
interest in ending segregation in public schools and supporting organizations engaged in the 
struggle. Curiously, however, no respondents expressed a desire to see more progress made in 
the desegregation of higher education. One reporter started a monthly column to 
contextualize segregation and the contemporary struggle for equal rights in the broader 
history of people of African descent in America. The paper applauded the campus chapter of 
Omega Psi Phi fraternity for writing letters of encouragement to young African Americans in 
the communities of Norfolk, Front Royal, and Arlington then fighting to desegregate 
schools.89 
 Although articles published in the Virginia Statesman offer an incomplete 
representation of VSC students’ commitment to the struggle to end segregation in the 
Commonwealth, the tone of numerous editorials written between 1956 and 1959 suggests 
that the students most committed to the NAACP’s cause struggled with the political apathy 
that existed among a larger portion of the student body. W. D. Edgerton, Robin Robinson, 
and Ida Johnson lamented the complacency with which students responded to the 1955 
lynching of Emmett Till, which galvanized an entire generation of young activists; the violent 
white resistance to school desegregation in Kentucky, Tennessee, and Texas; and the repeated 
actions by Virginia state officials to evade rulings of the Supreme Court. Robinson asked 
why so few students could “find the time or the inclination” to attend the statewide NAACP 
convention when it convened in Petersburg? “Let’s wake up so that it may never be said that 
for want of our support and cooperation the battle for equality was lost!” he urged. He invited 
those dissatisfied with second-class citizenship and possessed the “intestinal fortitude…to 
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stand up for what they feel is right” to join him in the cause. These students and their allies 
also called upon their president and professors to do more to combat the massive resistance 
movement.90 
 Increasingly, the group of students dedicated to the NAACP and their efforts to achieve 
racial equality in education found common cause with other black college students around 
the state. Through the state conference, these activists gained strength from the dedication of 
their colleagues at Virginia Union in neighboring Richmond and their contemporaries in the 
Tidewater region at the Norfolk Division and Hampton Institute. The strength of the 
Petersburg NAACP, which connected the students to black elders in the community who had 
been fighting segregation long before they were born, counteracted their frustrations 
regarding the apathy of the majority of the student body at VSC. Rev. Wyatt Tee Walker, the 
young minister at Petersburg's Gillfield Baptist Church, was one of these elders. 
 Walker grew up in a town in South New Jersey known as “Little Georgia,” where he 
earned a reputation for his “hotspur” tendencies. In high school, he joined the Young 
Communist League and dreamed up plots against arch segregationists. In 1946, Walker 
ventured south to attend Virginia Union, where he earned a bachelor’s degree and remained 
for graduate school. Attending Union felt like a homecoming, for Walker's parents were from 
the Virginia and spoke of it often. In fact, he followed his father’s footsteps by attending 
Union and studying to become a minister. The NAACP had been an important organization 
in the Walker household. Young Wyatt recalled trying to desegregate a local movie theatre 
with the NAACP in New Jersey at the age of nine, and he became involved in the Virginia 
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NAACP while a student in Richmond. Before graduating from Union in 1952, Walker 
encountered a fellow seminary student, Martin Luther King, Jr., at an interseminary 
movement for the Mid-Atlantic region, and the two men bonded over the fact that they were 
both sons of preachers.91 Walker joined Gillfield Baptist as a minister soon after graduating, 
and at the age of twenty-three, he quickly enmeshed himself in the Petersburg movement. 
 White state officials' repeated attempts to evade court orders and intimidate advocates 
for racial equality dismayed Walker, who participated actively in the Virginia NAACP's 
efforts to desegregate public schools. He watched with interest when African Americans in 
Alabama, mobilized by the Montgomery bus boycott, founded a new organization to support 
more direct methods of protest. The Montgomery Improvement Association (MIA) offered 
an alternative to the litigation-driven NAACP. Other members of the Virginia NAACP drew 
inspiration from the success in Montgomery and invited King, the MIA’s leader, to speak at 
their annual meeting in Petersburg in the fall of 1956. Enlivened by his friend's encouraging 
words, Walker suggested to fellow black Virginians that local branches of the NAACP, under 
attack by the massive resistance movement, might reinvent themselves through the church 
and look to the MIA as a model. Several years later, he would act on his vision and found the 
Petersburg Improvement Association (PIA), but for now, he continued his leadership of 
Petersburg's NAACP.92  
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 Walker continued to follow King's work closely with the newly established Southern 
Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) in Atlanta. And in 1958, Walker assisted with the 
emergence of another new civil rights organization in Virginia. The Chicago-based Congress 
for Racial Equality (CORE) endeavored to establish field operations in the upper South, 
having made inroads with their 1947 Journey for Reconciliation to desegregate interstate 
travel. By the late-1950s, CORE had become interested in applying their nonviolent direct 
action methods to the battle for school desegregation and laying the groundwork for their 
subsequent Freedom Ride. Branches in Petersburg, Norfolk, Portsmouth, and Suffolk 
launched in 1958, and Walker became the state director for CORE the following year.93  
 Walker brought a freshness to the movement in Petersburg and Gillfield, in particular. 
The Baptist congregation, established in 1797, had earned a reputation as the church of the 
“Negro aristocracy,” and when Walker arrived, members reportedly still segregated 
themselves by skin color with the lighter-skinned African Americans sitting on one side of 
the aisle and the darker-skinned on the other. Walker stirred the congregants of the historic 
church with his fiery sermons urging them to use the gospel to recognize and confront the 
injustice that existed all around them. He drew inspiration from his mentor Reverend Vernon 
Johns, who had returned to his hometown in Prince Edward County after pressured to leave 
his post at Dexter Avenue Baptist Church in Montgomery for ruffling the feathers of too 
many members. Walker's elder in age but contemporary in spirit, Johns provided a link to the 
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movement against school desegregation elsewhere in Virginia: Johns' niece, Barbara, had led 
the walk-out at R.R. Moton High in 1951.94  
 Robert Daniel and his family had been members at Gillfield for decades, so when he 
relocated to Petersburg, he also returned to the church of his youth. In Daniel’s opinion, 
Walker was a wonderful asset for Gillfield. On the occasion of the church's 160th anniversary, 
Daniel delivered a speech in which he recognized Rev. Walker's sacrificial service and deep 
devotion. He expressed thanks to the young preacher for arming the congregation with 
biblical evidence to combat those who maintained the bible mandated segregation. Daniel 
also praised Walker’s abilities as an organizer who mobilized the church's congregants for 
social action. “Some say the church and the pastor should not be in politics. Why should not 
the pastor concern himself with the total life of the members? [A]s our leader of social 
action, he is concerned with our problems of school, of housing, of public welfare, of voting, 
of politics or any aspect of human and community living that affects the congregation,” 
Daniel said.95  
 Walker's leadership of the NAACP and his spearheading of CORE nudged African 
Americans involved in the movement in central Virginia in a different direction. Since the 
mid-1930s they had been heavily invested in bringing lawsuits against segregation in 
education, and they had done so with remarkable success. Yet Walker, inspired by King and 
the work of the SCLC and CORE elsewhere, emphasized the importance of nonviolent direct 
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action protest as a means to draw new attention to the movement and perhaps generate more 
immediate results.  
 By 1958 and 1959, many African Americans engaged in the fight for school 
desegregation in Virginia experienced fatigue. The massive resistance movement had 
succeeded in rallying additional white Southerners behind its cause, and support for the 
Brown decision among white Americans had declined further by 1959. Segregationists had 
exacted a toll on the statewide NAACP and its local branches by harassing and threatening 
members and constructing roadblocks for the organization's legal work. New massive 
resistance laws passed by the Virginia General Assembly in 1958 added weapons to the 
segregationists’ arsenal. Motivated by the Little Rock crisis, Governor and former Attorney 
General J. Lindsay Almond, Jr. ushered through a law that required the closing of any school 
to which the President might dispatch federal troops. The Defenders of State Sovereignty 
raised money to establish private segregation academies for white students, should the state’s 
public schools desegregate or close down. Nevertheless, the weakened Virginia NAACP 
continued its desegregation cases in the courts and had achieved some success by 1958. 
Federal judges overturned the state's pupil placement law and ordered school boards in 
Norfolk and Charlottesville to begin desegregation that fall. Then, Governor Almond stepped 
in and decided to close the nine schools ordered to desegregate in those communities, leaving 
almost 15,000 children without a classroom or access to education. Although the closure of 
public schools mobilized moderate white Virginians to form their own organization and bring 
legal action upon the state to fulfill its obligation to provide free education, the NAACP 
realized that the struggle to end massive resistance would continue for years to come.96 
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 As a result, Walker's proposal to hold a protest march—a “Pilgrimage of Prayer for 
Public Schools”—drew broad support. The march was scheduled to take place in Richmond 
on January 1, 1959, to mark Emancipation Day. The State Conference of the NAACP served 
as the march's chief sponsor, but the Virginia branches of CORE and the SCLC—the 
newcomers to the scene—also helped to organize it. One of the goals of the demonstration 
was to bring national attention to black Virginians' struggle to desegregate schools and 
maintain public education, and in that regard, it succeeded admirably. Approximately 2,000 
people, the majority of whom were black, joined Walker for the pilgrimage to protest the 
state's closure of public schools. They marched through downtown Richmond, battling 
pouring rain, and stopped in front of the state capitol to deliver a petition calling for the 
governor to set up a biracial commission to evaluate the situation surrounding the integration 
of schools in the state.97 
 In early February 1959, as a result of federal court decisions and perhaps also the added 
pressure and attention from the pilgrimage, several school districts across the state of 
Virginia began to desegregate. Handfuls of black students in Arlington, Norfolk, and 
Alexandria entered previously all-white schools, and desegregation in Charlottesville 
occurred the following fall. With the state's school closure law deemed unconstitutional, 
Governor Almond faced a choice as to whether he should continue massive resistance 
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policies or allow gradual and limited desegregation to go forward. Against the wishes of the 
Byrd machine, he chose the latter option. However, Almond also set up an education 
commission that proposed returning control over desegregation to local school boards and 
reallocating education funds so as to minimize public school expenditures and maximize 
funding for private school vouchers. The General Assembly passed legislation enacting these 
“freedom of choice of association” programs, which allowed localities to design their own 
pupil assignment plans and individuals to opt out of school desegregation altogether. Some 
school districts, like Prince Edward County, simply refused to take any action and opted to 
discontinue public funding for its schools, leaving the doors closed until 1964, when the 
Supreme Court forced them open.98   
 The success of the pilgrimage and the continued opposition to desegregation among 
state officials and white Virginians generated support for more confrontational tactics on the 
part of black Virginians engaged in the freedom struggle. While the state branch of the 
NAACP continued its litigation against Prince Edward County and launched new suits 
elsewhere to speed the process of desegregation along, black Virginians—particularly 
students and youth—began to push for desegregation in other areas of life, particularly in 
public facilities. They watched with interest as boycotts, pickets, and protests against 
segregation occurred elsewhere. College and youth delegates planned a session at the 
Virginia NAACP's annual conference on protest strategies for breaking down discrimination 
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in department stores.99 No doubt, Rev. Walker's influence played an important role in 
fomenting this enthusiasm for direct action and tackling segregation outside of education.  
 Dorothy Cotton, formerly Dorothy Foreman, represented another source of mentorship 
for the students and youth who expressed an interest in taking their resistance to the streets. 
Since moving with the Daniels to Petersburg almost a decade prior, she had earned her 
bachelor’s degree from Virginia State in 1954, and her work as the Daniels’ housekeeper 
ended in 1955 when she married George Cotton. Dorothy came into contact with other 
students at Virginia State through her graduate coursework and through her job at the college 
library.100 Like Rev. Walker and his mentor, Rev. Johns, Dorothy Cotton had a class 
consciousness about her and was ever mindful that her experience differed from that of the 
“black bourgeoisie.” Cotton recalled a speech Rev. Johns had given at the college wherein he 
criticized members of the campus community who “sit arrogantly up here on this hill” and 
continue to patronize downtown establishments, seemingly oblivious to the fact that these 
businesses prohibited African Americans of all social classes from dining in their restaurants 
or using their restrooms. Given her close connection to the Daniels, Cotton felt personally 
affected by the consumption practices of the black elite. She recalled feeling ashamed and 
humiliated for Blanche Daniel that she could afford to shop at the local Thalhimer’s 
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department store, dressed in her finest mink coat, but remained prohibited from entering the 
store’s dining room to eat her lunch. At the same time, Cotton wondered whether the Daniels 
and others in their comfortable economic position would be willing to sacrifice their fur coats 
for the greater struggle of desegregating southern society.101 
 Following her graduation from Virginia State, Cotton became more involved in the 
local civil rights organizations that Rev. Walker directed, the membership lists of which, she 
recalled, often included the same people, many of whom were affiliated with the church.102 
Buoyed by the success of the Pilgrimage for Prayer and the marches, pickets, and boycotts 
taking place across the region, Walker and Cotton worked with other African Americans in 
Petersburg, primarily students and youth, to organize a local nonviolent direct action 
movement. By the spring of 1960, inspired by the Greensboro sit-ins, they were well on their 
way. 
 
The Nonviolent Direct Action Movement in Petersburg 
 On the heels of the Pilgrimage for Prayer, Rev. Walker had begun to investigate the 
enforcement of segregation at the Petersburg public library. City officials’ desire to maintain 
the public library as a whites-only space served their agenda of maintaining the color line in 
as many arenas as possible, but it also denied African Americans access to another institution 
that existed to promote the free acquisition of knowledge. The struggle to end Jim Crow in 
the library, like the struggle to desegregate the schools, symbolized African Americans’ 
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desire to establish their right to an equal education, an important piece of their quest to claim 
political power. When attempts at negotiation proved futile and resources available for 
litigation proved limited, Rev. Walker led individuals associated with the Petersburg NAACP 
and CORE in a protest, which proved the opening gambit in the nonviolent direct action 
movement in Petersburg.  
 Located on Sycamore Street, the Petersburg public library had a designated space for 
black patrons, located in the basement and only accessible through a separate entrance on the 
side of the building. Library staff redirected black patrons there despite the fact that that door 
was open fewer hours than the rest of the building. They could request materials from up 
above, but they had to read them in the inferior and poorly lit space, which had just fourteen 
seats available. In contrast to this glorified storage facility, the main part of the library 
reserved for white patrons had fluorescent lighting and ample room. City officials had 
attempted to pass off the downstairs space as “separate but equal” by labeling it a “branch 
library,” but they could not disguise the blatantly discriminatory denial of public services to 
African Americans.103  
 In the spring of 1959, Rev. Walker as head of the Petersburg NAACP proposed to the 
national office that they bring a lawsuit challenging segregation at the library. With the battle 
to abolish segregation in schools occupying their agenda—not to mention the additional 
cases they had been forced to bring to challenge state laws targeting their organization—the 
NAACP said it could not possibly add the library case at this time. In light of this response, 
Rev. Walker approached city officials in June and petitioned the City Council for “complete 
desegregation” of the library. “It is our desire that unless the side entrance is of some 
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convenient use for deliveries, the same be closed and common entrance for all be the rule and 
practice,” Walker stated before a city council meeting. Public officials resorted to stalling 
tactics, claiming that the deed gifting the library building to the city had specified that the 
library benefit white Virginians only.104 
 In consultation with Robert Cooley Jr., a Petersburg attorney and leader in the local 
NAACP, Rev. Walker thought that direct action might succeed at the library where 
negotiation had failed and litigation proved implausible.105 The student sit-in movement, 
launched on February 1, 1960 in Greensboro, North Carolina, would test his theory. In rapid 
succession, black college students across the South joined the “Greensboro Four” in their 
drive to desegregate lunch counters at downtown businesses that discriminated against black 
patrons. Within days, the sit-ins spread to Winston-Salem, Durham, Raleigh, Charlotte, and 
Fayetteville, North Carolina. Within a week, students sat down at lunch counters in Hampton, 
Virginia and Rock Hill, South Carolina.106  
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 On Saturday, February 20, approximately 200 students from Virginia Union University 
traveled to downtown Richmond and launched their own protest against four stores with 
lunch counters or restaurants inside. Within hours of their arrival, the managers at all four 
businesses decided to close their dining facilities to put an end to the students’ demonstration. 
Charles Sherrod, a student at Virginia Union who had grown up in Petersburg and knew Rev. 
Walker through Gillfield Baptist, had been planning the sit-ins for weeks with fellow 
Unionites Frank Pinkston and Woodrow Grant. Sherrod spoke for his fellow students when 
he announced that the protesters would talk to the management of the downtown stores, but 
they had no intentions of abandoning their goal “to end segregation, period.”107 On Monday, 
February 22, the Union students returned to the downtown businesses, this time numbering 
close to 500. Seventy-five of the students targeted Thalhimer's department store, which had 
several dining facilities. Managers refused them service at the fourth-floor tea room and the 
lunch counter downstairs, but the students refused to leave. Local police arrived and arrested 
thirty-four protesters, including Sherrod, Pinkston, and Grant, all of whom were released on 
bond, thanks to the fundraising efforts of local black business owners and community 
members. Black Richmonders launched a boycott against Thalhimer’s the following day, 
lifting the arrested students’ spirits; they picketed outside the store and distributed leaflets 
telling African Americans not to shop where they could not eat.108 
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 Rev. Walker and his allies in Petersburg watched the activity in Richmond with interest. 
Indeed, Walker was asked to organize a mass meeting in Richmond to discuss next steps, and 
he presumably played a part in helping about a dozen students at Virginia State College and 
Petersburg’s Peabody High organize a sit-in at various lunch counters in downtown 
Petersburg on February 23. The students acted in solidarity with the student protesters in 
Richmond and succeeded in forcing the lunch counters at Kresge’s, McLellan’s, and W.T. 
Grant to close for service that day. Petersburg police chief, W. E. Taylor, complained about 
the crowds gathering on Sycamore Street and threatened to arrest anyone in a group of five or 
more who refused to move.109 Perhaps Taylor grew emboldened by white police officers in 
Richmond, who had begun making arbitrary arrests in order to intimidate African Americans 
who supported the students’ movement. As members of the Richmond NAACP gathered to 
picket Thalhimer’s and encourage others to boycott the stores where they had no choice but 
to dine under segregated conditions, police arrested fifty-eight-year old Ruth N. Tinsley, the 
wife of J.M. Tinsley, a prominent dentist and the former president of the Virginia State 
Conference of the NAACP. Dressed in a fine fur coat and holding a handbill that read, “Don’t 
Buy Where You Cannot Eat,” Ruth Tinsley asked police officers, who held a German shepard 
for intimidation purposes, why they ordered her to move from the front of a store where she 
                                                
support of black taxi drivers. Lawyers for the Virginia NAACP, especially Martin Martin, assisted with legal 
counsel and helped to ensure that they had funding to make bail from donations made by black business owners 
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had shopped for years. The officers then arrested her for refusing an order and dragged her 
away from the store.110 
 The arrest of Ruth Tinsley, the students’ resolve, and the growing numbers of black 
community members who supported them, both in Richmond and in Petersburg, succeeded in 
mobilizing a mass movement against local businesses that practiced segregation. More than 
3,000 people gathered at Richmond’s Fifth Street Baptist Church the evening of February 24, 
and leaders in the state and local NAACP encouraged everyone present to join the boycott of 
stores that practiced discrimination. Leaders of the state organization, including president 
Robert Robertson and attorney Oliver Hill soon joined the picket lines. Although officials in 
the national NAACP had been reluctant to endorse the students’ sit-ins, preferring resistance 
strategies that did not end in arrest, Roy Wilkins wrote to J.M. Tinsley pledging the national 
organization’s support for the students’ movement.111 If the students led the way and put their 
lives on the line by sitting down at the lunch counters, they had the support of a large number 
of adults, including members of the black elite who had significant buying power. As the 
arrest of Ruth Tinsley had shown, no amount of status in Richmond’s black community could 
protect movement supporters from police harassment. 
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 Such community support emerged in Petersburg as well when Rev. Walker and his 
colleagues in the local NAACP gathered for a mass meeting at Gillfield on February 27, one 
week after the sit-ins had started in Richmond. At the close of the meeting, approximately 
140 students from Virginia State and Peabody High, joined by Rev. Walker and Rev. Robert 
G. Williams of Zion Baptist Church, departed in small groups and headed for the local 
library, where they planned to protest the segregated conditions that had prompted the 
NAACP to petition the city council months prior. Among the group of VSC students were 
C.J. Malloy, E.J. McLaughlin, and graduate student Virginius B. Thornton. When they 
arrived, the students began to take seats in the section of the library reserved for white 
people. Others browsed the shelves, being careful not to obstruct the aisles as they looked at 
books and magazines. White patrons in the library hardly noticed their presence, according to 
reports in the newspapers. Rev. Walker requested the first volume of Douglas S. Freeman’s 
biography of Confederate General Robert E. Lee from a librarian, who promptly replied that 
he could request the book downstairs at the branch set aside for African Americans. The head 
librarian tipped off local police chief, W.E. Taylor, and he arrived approximately one hour 
after the crowd had entered to shut down the library. The next day city manager Roy F. Ash 
announced that the library would not reopen until the city council next met.112  
 On the evening of Tuesday, March 1, a crowd of approximately seventy black citizens 
arrived at the city council meeting and encouraged the local officials to act on the NAACP’s 
petition to desegregate the library.113 A number of students, dressed in their Sunday best, sat 
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in the audience as C.J. Malloy, whom they had elected to speak for them, addressed the 
council and the city mayor. Malloy chronicled the separate and unequal conditions of the 
“Negro section” of the public library and reviewed the points raised in the NAACP’s petition 
calling for the closure of the “branch library” and the opening of the main entrance to all. 
“We need not cite to you the tremendous unnecessary costs of any ‘so-called’ separate but 
equal facility,” Malloy argued. In addition to the inefficiency of paying for two sets of library 
staff and two sets of files, Malloy added, moral costs existed to maintaining separate 
facilities. Segregation was a sin, he explained, thus desegregating the library was the only 
way forward in a supposedly Christian America. Having noted that Governor Almond had 
recently admitted maintaining segregation at all costs was untenable, Malloy suggested that 
desegregating the library was the practical thing to do, for no laws existed to uphold the 
practice of segregated library facilities. Any legal case has but one end, Malloy explained, so 
he called upon the governing body to resolve the matter voluntarily. “Segregation as a part of 
the fabric of the American way of life is dead!” Malloy said in his closing. “We stand on the 
threshold of America becoming her ideal. This is the hour for you as our governing body, and 
for us as citizens to commit ourselves to the moving tide and with mutual understanding, let 
Petersburg become a part of the American ideal.”114  
 Mayor Walter M. Edens responded by reiterating the city’s position that the library 
must remain segregated, citing a deed of gift document in which donor Clara J. McKenney 
had stipulated that the building was being given to the city for the purpose of establishing a 
library that would serve white patrons on the first and second floor and black patrons in the 
basement. Violating the terms of the deed, the mayor warned, would put the city’s ownership 
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of the building in jeopardy. Members of both races enjoyed the privilege of borrowing books 
and using materials in the library, he maintained. The City Council voted to reopen the 
library on a segregated basis on Thursday, March 3. But it also passed an anti-trespassing 
ordinance, designed to prohibit trespassing on public property. Any person entering a city-
owned building after being asked to leave would be guilty of a misdemeanor, the ordinance 
stipulated. Violators could face a fine of up to $1,000 and up to twelve months of jail time. 
Rev. Walker responded that the ordinance would in no way intimidate the protesters’ attempt 
to desegregate the library. “If it means we go to jail, we go to jail,” he said.115 After the city 
council meeting adjourned, the demonstrators returned to Gillfield to plan their next steps.  
 The library reopened as scheduled only to close early that week due to winter weather, 
which had dumped snow and ice on the city. The protesters were able to gather again on 
Saturday, March 5 when they released a statement. Written by VSC student E. J. 
McLaughlin, who had been put in charge of public relations, the statement compared 
Petersburg to a police state and declared that the anti-trespass ordinance would be tested. “It 
is apparent that our governing officials and city manager have no real concern for what is 
right and moral,” McLaughlin added.116 The group decided they would use nonviolent direct 
action to challenge the unjust law on Monday, March 7. Knowing they invited arrest, just 
eleven individuals decided to take part: Rev. Walker, Rev. Williams, and local beautician 
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Cassie L. Walker joined five students from Virginia State and three students from Peabody 
High. Although E. J. McLaughlin had decided not to risk arrest, he wholeheartedly supported 
his colleagues' stance of civil disobedience: “Under a government which imprisons men 
unjustly, the true place for a just man is prison.”117  
 As the group approached the library, they could see police officers already on the 
premises, along with city manager Roy Ash. They entered the library, sat down, and refused 
to move when ordered to go. Police arrested all eleven protesters, and six of them—all of the 
women and some of the students—elected to pay the $100 bond and return home. The two 
ministers, along with Robert W. Williams of Virginia State and Horace Brooks and Leonard 
Walker of Peabody High, opted to go to jail for two nights. One week later, on March 14, the 
“Petersburg 11” had their trial. Hundreds of African Americans gathered on the steps of the 
courthouse despite the frigid winter weather and sang hymns in support of those on trial. 
Richmond attorney Clarence W. Newsome, who also represented the “Richmond 34,” and 
Norfolk attorney Len Holt of CORE provided counsel for the protesters, along with 
Petersburg attorney and long-time NAACP member Raymond Valentine. The court sentenced 
Rev. Walker and Rev. Williams to thirty days in jail and fined them $100 each; Robert W. 
Williams of Virginia State received a sentence of ten days in jail and a fine of $50. All the 
other protesters were fined $50. Many in the crowd joined the protesters and their attorneys 
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as they traveled to Richmond to file an appeal against the charges, and afterward, they joined 
the picket line outside Thalhimer’s in downtown Richmond.118 
 At a mass meeting held the following Wednesday, March 16 at Petersburg’s Zion 
Baptist Church, approximately 1,400 African Americans turned out to pledge support for the 
protesters. Each member of the Petersburg 11 spoke, and those who served time shared their 
jail experience. Attorney Len Holt applauded the large turnout and urged those present to 
continue to show up for the movement for “freedom and human dignity.” Newsome shared a 
telegram of support that had arrived from Martin Luther King Jr., and Rev. Walker vowed to 
go back to jail if required despite the deplorable conditions: “We have more stomach for 
segregation in jail than for segregation outside of jail” he declared. Dorothy Cotton 
encouraged those in the audience to see the protest as a sign of the effectiveness of CORE’s 
direct action strategy. Frank Pinkston of the Richmond 34 and Lester Banks, the head of the 
state NAACP, also voiced their backing at the meeting.119  
 The supporters of direct action in Petersburg, now thousands strong, vowed to continue 
their movement to desegregate the library but also press forward with the pickets outside 
local businesses like Thalhimer’s and Woolworth’s. Rev. Walker, who remained a mentor for 
the students, hoped their youthful courage and energy would inspire older African Americans 
to participate in the movement, as had been the case in Richmond. Cotton and Holt, working 
on behalf of CORE, took the lead in organizing nonviolent training sessions for anyone who 
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desired to take part in subsequent protests. Although she had little experience in the 
philosophy herself, Cotton became an avid reader of Gandhian nonviolence and paid close 
attention to the student movements unfolding throughout North Carolina and in Nashville, 
Tennessee. She mobilized congregants at Gillfield to take part and used the church’s 
classrooms for training sessions. Cotton coordinated with Rev. Walker to recruit practitioners 
from the movement elsewhere to conduct roleplaying sessions to test the students and see if 
they could withstand harassment and abuse without retaliating. In the early spring, they 
arranged visits from folksinger Guy Carawan, Ralph Abernathy, and Martin Luther King Jr., 
who spoke at one of the movement’s mass meetings held at Gillfield. King, who preached 
words of encouragement to the students before they headed out on the picket line, was happy 
to come to Petersburg, as he was at that moment trying to convince Walker to come work for 
the SCLC in Atlanta. Soon after the visit, the men reached an agreement, with Walker 
agreeing to abandon his post at Gillfield and move south so long as he could take Dorothy 
Cotton and one other staff member with him.120 
 By the early summer of 1960, now without Walker and Cotton, the students’ protest 
activity in Petersburg had reached such a degree of intensity that reporters dubbed it the 
“Second Siege of Petersburg.” In May, the Petersburg movement attracted the attention of 
New York-based Life magazine, which sent photographer Howard Sochurek south to capture 
images of marches, picket lines, and sit-ins.121 Demonstrations by then had extended to 
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Woolworth’s and Kresge’s dime store, where protesters had taken to holding their sit-ins 
standing up in a narrow space after store managers elected to put up a chain around the lunch 
counter reserved for whites. VSC graduate student Virginius Thornton, who had gotten 
involved in the library protest, had emerged as a leader in the movement’s effort to 
desegregate lunch counters. In April, he had become one of the founding members of the 
Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), which held its inaugural meeting at 
Shaw University. Thornton returned to Petersburg and played a key role in training other 
young people how to participate in the sit-ins. The Life article featured Thornton looking 
straight ahead as two of his brothers in the movement blew smoke in his face during a mock 
training exercise.122  
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 The students organized through the newly formed Petersburg Improvement Association 
(PIA), which Rev. Walker had created in the spring to bring together local chapters of the 
NAACP and CORE. The PIA provided a vehicle for coordinating protest activity, and its 
primary objective was to “rid Petersburg of every vestige of segregation.” The PIA published 
a newsletter, which it distributed widely in the community so as to ensure maximum 
compliance with its boycott of businesses targeted by sit-ins and pickets.123 The newsletter 
kept community members informed of the organization’s activities and agenda but also 
published movement news from around the country and informative articles on topics of 
interest, such as the philosophy of nonviolence. Honor Rolls of community members who 
had registered to vote and those who took part in the pickets were published for purposes of 
celebration and accountability.124  
 By the summer of 1960, the PIA also supplemented its direct action agenda by working 
with NAACP attorneys to bring lawsuits to force desegregation at the public library and 
municipal golf course, urging full-scale boycotts of local businesses that refused to hire 
African American employees, and leading voter registration drives in the community. The 
organization also provided movement participants with opportunities to come together and let 
loose after taking part in the intense work of breaking down segregation. To honor its 
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“Picketeers,” the PIA sponsored parties and dances where youth could celebrate their 
accomplishments in a protective space.125 By late summer, the PIA’s focus had shifted to 
desegregating the lunchroom at the Trailways bus terminals. Virginius Thornton and many 
others had staged three sit-ins in the lunchroom, resulting in the arrest of forty-seven 
individuals charged with trespassing. By August, their direct action campaign, coordinated 
with protesters in Richmond, had succeeded in convincing Trailways to desegregate its bus 
terminal restaurants in Virginia, North Carolina, Tennessee, Florida, and Maryland. Other 
dining establishments targeted by the Petersburg movement had begun to desegregate by the 
end of the summer, following on the heels of lunch counter integration in northern 
Virginia.126  
 Although local ministers Wyatt Walker and R.G. Williams and Virginia State College 
employee David Gunter served as directors for the PIA, the organization focused on black 
youth in the community, primarily students at VSC and Peabody High. Influenced by the 
mobilization of students in the movement, itself crystalized in the formation of SNCC, PIA 
members celebrated their role in the struggle as they remained frustrated with the seeming 
indifference of some of their elders. As one newsletter declared, “These young leaders of 
today are inspired by love of country and hope for tomorrow. With mixed feelings of disgust 
                                                
125 The P.I.A Newsletter, no date, estimated April/May 1960, Box 18, RPD. The PIA held a class to instruct 
community members in how to vote. By spring 1960, the PIA’s boycott included: Woolworth’s, Grant’s, 
McLellans, Rose’s, Rexall Drugs, and People’s Drugs. At least one of the PIA’s social events took place at the 
St. Stephens Parish House of St. Stephens Episcopal Church, the oldest black congregation in Petersburg. 
 
126 “Lunch Counters Opened in 5 Dixie States,” New York Amsterdam News, 27 August 1960; “Bus Cafes Drop 
Racial Bars in 5 Dixie States,” Afro-American, 27 August 1960; “Sit-ins Successful Strategy,” Life, 19 
September 1960, 40-42, Box 18, RPD; “Bus Cafes Drop Racial Bars in 5 Dixie States,” Afro-American, 27 
August 1960. Rev. Robert Williams and David Gunter were active in the Trailways sit-ins. By late August, 
lunch counters had desegregated in Arlington, Alexandria, Portsmouth, Norfolk, Fredericksburg, and Fairfax, 
Virginia. The Greyhound Bus Terminal restaurant in Richmond had also desegregated. By September, Kresge’s 
and three other stores in Petersburg had integrated their lunch counters.  
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and impatience, they tolerate the timidness of their elders who still live on the edge of a 
mantle of fear cast off by slavery’s corpse. For these stout, young hearts, America is theirs 
and they stand defiant of any who would deny them possession.”127 Students in the 
Petersburg movement shamed older African Americans who did not support their boycott of 
local businesses practicing racial discrimination. They reserved harsh words for those who 
violated their selective buying program and crossed their picket lines, labeling them “a 
disgrace to themselves, their children, and their race.”128 But black youth in Petersburg also 
recognized the broad support they received from other adults—black business owners, 
teachers, and long-time members of the NAACP who supported their boycotts and 
occasionally stood in their picket lines. 
 When interviewed by Life, Virginius Thornton explained, “This is not a student 
struggle, it is a Negro struggle,” emphasizing the movement as fought by and for the race. 
Thornton and other students had made efforts to recruit older African Americans, members of 
the black middle class, whose purchasing power they needed to put economic pressure on 
downtown businesses. Thornton met with black clubwomen of the Colored Women’s 
Federation of Petersburg and informed them of the students’ activities. The PIA garnered 
support from black taxi drivers, who offered cab rides to and from the picket lines, and black 
churches that provided their spaces for movement gatherings and mass meetings. Moreover, 
local NAACP members donated to cover bail costs for the arrested, leading the Afro-
American to comment, “Whenever the students were arrested—no matter how many of there 
were or how high the bond had been set—responsible colored citizens came forth with 
                                                
127 “Our Crime—We Would Dare Be Free,” The P.I.A. Newsletter, no date, estimated April/May 1960, Box 18, 
RPD. 
 
128 The P.I.A. Newsletter, no date, estimated approx. May/June 1960, Box 18, RPD. 
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thousands of ready, cash dollars to free them.” Local whites, who claimed that older African 
Americans were “shamed” into the movement and had no desire to see Petersburg integrated, 
tried to foment intraracial divisions on account of class and age.129 
 Differences that emerged among African Americans with regard to how the struggle for 
racial equality should unfold largely concerned method. According to Dorothy Cotton, some 
black citizens in Petersburg may have supported litigation efforts by the NAACP but 
objected to what they deemed less respectable behavior of picketing in the streets.130 In 
response, students in the movement labeled the NAACP—particularly the national 
organization—as “too conservative” and run by “the black bourgeoisie.” Richmond student 
leader Charles Sherrod declared in contrast to elder African Americans, “We are men of 
action—we are fed up with this sort of foolishness” and his colleague Frank Pinkston added, 
“Our forefathers were complacent.” Students across the South shared Sherrod and Pinkston’s 
sentiments, as they came together to form a new organization united by a desire to 
distinguish their struggle from that of their parents. SNCC member Julian Bond, whose 
father, like Robert Daniel, was both a college president and loyalist in the NAACP, spoke of 
Roy Wilkins’ organization as “passé” and explained retrospectively, “We wanted action 
today!”131 The students’ opposition to the strategies utilized by their parents’ generation was 
                                                
129 “Sit-ins Successful Strategy,” Life, 19 September 1960, 42, Box 18, RPD; Photograph of Thornton in 
Cosgrove, “LIFE and Civil Rights: Anatomy of a Protest, Virginia, 1960”; “‘Lid is off’ in Petersburg as 
sitdowns imperil all Jim Crow,” Afro-American, 23 April 1960. 
 
130 Cotton, If Your Back’s Not Bent, 84-85. To be sure, there were African Americans who did not support the 
PIA-led boycotts and pickets, continuing to shop at stores that were the targets of protest. This much is revealed 
by PIA newsletters, which make clear that these non-supporters were in the minority. Dorothy Cotton also 
wrote about an encounter she had while on a picket line where an older black man came up to her and said, 
“Lady, ain’t you got a table at home?” as if to imply that her time would be better spent tending to her family.  
 
131 Statements made by James Lawson at SNCC’s inaugural conference, quoted in Branch, Parting the Waters, 
291; “Negro Protesters Confident,” Richmond Times Dispatch, 3 April 1960, Box 18, RPD; Bond, quoted in 
Daugherity, Keep On Keeping On, 82. Bond’s father was Horace Mann Bond, the president of Fort Valley State 
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useful from a mobilization standpoint, and their belief in the freshness and urgency of their 
cause energizing. Moreover, the students’ criticism of the NAACP’s “antiquated” and 
pragmatic strategies pushed the litigation-minded organization to reconsider its position and 
embrace new methods. Practically speaking, however, the differences between the 
organizations in terms of their approach and the general attitude of their membership 
remained less pronounced, at least at the local and state level.132 
 The NAACP in Virginia supported the students’ sit-in movement, and the Petersburg 
branch, led by Rev. Walker and his associates, became part of a coalition directly responsible 
for organizing direct action protest at lunch counters and public facilities. Roy Wilkins may 
have only embraced the sit-ins reluctantly, discouraged CORE’s direct action model, and 
resented the SCLC and later SNCC for competing with the NAACP for members, but the 
officers of Virginia’s State branch proudly supported the younger organizations’ methods and 
sponsored their demonstrations.133 Oliver Hill spoke openly about how nonviolent 
demonstrations had become an important tool to supplement long-term and expensive legal 
battles in the courtroom. Lester Banks noted that never before the current wave of protests 
                                                
College and later Lincoln University. Julian Bond remembered his father’s lifetime membership plaque to the 
NAACP being displayed prominently on the living room wall. 
 
132 Chafe, Civilities and Civil Rights, 84. The same could be said of Greensboro, where the local chapter of the 
NAACP had endorsed the Greensboro Four’s plan to sit-in at Woolworth’s and pledged financial support for 
their legal costs. Meanwhile, the national organization remained unsupportive of the sit-ins in their early days. 
 
133 “Report on the 51st annual convention of the NAACP,” 1960, Folder: 001501-019-0317, Series A, The 
South, Part 27, Selected Branch Files, 1956-1965, NAACP Papers, ProQuest. By the NAACP’s national 
convention held in June 1960 in St. Paul, Minnesota, it was evident that the organization had been pushed to 
express support and enthusiasm for the students’ sit-in protests. Roy Wilkins proudly announced the success of 
protesters in Arlington, Virginia, who had forced the desegregation of city lunch counters. Eighty-two-year-old 
former president Arthur Spingarn was reported to have gotten up to congratulate the youth, saying, “I know that 
in your hands, our Association is safe.” At this same convention, the Virginia State College chapter of the 
NAACP was voted “First prize—best in association” for its involvement in the sit-ins. J.M. Tinsley and Wyatt 
Walker were appointed to resolution committees within the organization, and David Gunter was elected chair of 




had he seen such solidarity.134 One of the highlights of the Virginia NAACP’s annual 
conference in 1960 was a “how-to” workshop on the sit-ins.135 NAACP stalwarts may not 
have joined the picket lines or volunteered to take part in protests themselves, but they 
wholeheartedly endorsed the cause. The aforementioned examples suggest that black 
Virginians supported the student-led movement of the early 1960s across lines of age, class, 
and organizational affiliation. By maintaining boycotts against stores that practiced racial 
discrimination, donating money to keep protesters out of jail, and offering protected spaces in 
which movement activity could occur, they expressed their solidarity. 
 
Daniel as a Mediator of the Movement 
 As a long-time member of the Virginia NAACP, Daniel was one such supporter of the 
students. Having spent his career as an educator supporting the organization’s legal agenda to 
ensure racial equality in the classroom, Daniel positioned himself directly against the state 
officials who maintained oversight over his institution and controlled its share of public 
                                                
134 In March, Lester Banks wrote to Roy Wilkins of the national office to inform him that “things are still 
popping in Virginia.” He spoke of “our friends” Wyatt Walker and R. G. Williams who had opted to remain in 
jail when arrested with youth from VSC and Peabody High. Banks to Roy Wilkins, 8 March 1960, Folder: 
001501-019-0317, Series A, Part 27, NAACP Papers, ProQuest; Daugherity, Keep On Keeping On, 82; 
“Negroes’ Protests Continue; NAACP Heads Support Actions,” Progress-Index, 28 February 1960, Folder 5, 
Box 19, RPD; “Negro Protesters Confident,” Richmond Times Dispatch, 3 April 1960, Box 18, RPD. In May 
1960, Virginia NAACP Exec. Secretary W. Lester Banks reported to the national NAACP that demonstrations 
were ongoing in eight Virginia communities and progress had been made with regard to segregated lunch 
counters and public facilities. In the Trailways protest, the PIA and its Richmond counterpart—the RCAC, or 
Richmond Citizens Advisory Committee—were supported by older African Americans like J. Rupert Picott, 
who as a long-time leader of the VTA negotiated for desegregation on behalf of the RCAC with the managers of 
the Trailways restaurants.  
 
135 Daugherity, Keep On Keeping On, 82; “Press Release re: 25th annual convention of Virginia State 
Conference of the NAACP,” October 1960, Folder: 001501-019-0317, Series A, Part 27, NAACP Papers, 
ProQuest. Virginia Union’s Frank Pinkston from the “Richmond 34” led the sit-in workshop along with VSC 




resources.136 He had deemed this a risk worth taking, even in the midst of Virginia 
segregationists’ massive resistance campaign. Daniel's support for the NAACP’s campaign to 
desegregate public education by forcing compliance with Brown represented the most 
militant position that he and other black college presidents had taken to date. Virginia State 
students’ embrace of nonviolent direct action, then, shifted the goalposts. By 1960, having 
faith in the NAACP’s lawsuits alone was considered a conservative approach. Thus, as the 
sit-in movement arrived in Petersburg, student protesters and their allies challenged Daniel to 
reexamine his place in the movement.  
 In addition to the fact that students on his campus participated in the sit-ins, Daniel had 
close personal connections to leaders in the sit-in movement. Dorothy Cotton, whom Robert 
and Blanche Daniel had once regarded as a kind of surrogate daughter, had taken the lead in 
educating the student protesters on Gandhian nonviolence. Wyatt Walker, who presided over 
the Daniels’ congregation at Gillfield, had courted arrest and jail time to draw attention to the 
injustice of city and state anti-trespass laws. The method of putting one’s body on the line 
and being willing to break the law and go to jail challenged Daniel’s assumptions of what 
constituted appropriate resistance. Even standing in the street with a picket sign or marching 
downtown sporting a black armband represented a more visible form of protest than what 
Daniel and others of his generation and social position had in mind. Yet, given the Daniels’ 
                                                
136 “National Church Committee List” and Daniel to Walter White, 25 March 1954, Folder 001447-013-0290, 
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relative wealth compared to the rest of the black community, the movement regarded them as 
their target audience for an economic boycott of Petersburg businesses that supported 
segregation. The PIA had them in mind when it critiqued African Americans willing to 
patronize department stores like Thalhimer’s, which took their money but banned them from 
the dining room. The image of police dragging away Ruth Tinsley in her fur coat for standing 
with picketers in Richmond reminded Daniel that one’s class or social position did not offer 
protection from such treatment at the hands of the state, just as it did not earn one a seat at 
the lunch counter.  
 As Daniel observed his long-time friends and colleagues in the state NAACP declare 
themselves supporters of the students’ movement, he knew he must develop a position that 
would facilitate students’ right to protest and stay true to his own principles, all the while 
protecting the college from retaliation by state officials. As Daniel addressed the college 
community at the height of the students' movement, he frankly described the tensions he 
faced and the role he attempted to construct for himself as a mediator. His commitment to the 
goals of the movement and his support of its methods was apparent; indeed, he had disputed 
charges of opposing the students' movement in the local newspaper.137  
 As a family, the Daniels had decided to join the PIA's boycott, canceling their account 
at Thalhimer's. President Daniel told his students that he approved of their strategy: he 
thought their carefully considered and intellectually inspired tactic of nonviolent resistance as 
well as their “neat, well-dressed” appearance while protesting showed evidence of their 
“stature” as scholars and citizens. In contrast to the emotion and reactivity of the massive 
resistors, the self-discipline and level-headedness of the students sitting in deserved praised, 
                                                
137 “Dr. Daniel Denies Curb on Students,” Afro American, 5 March 1960, Box 19, clippings, RPD. 
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Daniel thought. But he explained that because the massive resistors with leading roles in state 
government held him accountable, he had to “keep out [of] the front ground” and “be the 
mediator.”138 
 In that role, Daniel worked to preserve the black college as an autonomous space 
wherein students, faculty, and staff could strategize and empower one another for the struggle 
ahead. Daniel made a point of recognizing student activists, using the college chapel hour to 
applaud their receipt of a “distinguished service award” from the VTA for their efforts to 
“improve human relations” and work toward “democracy for all citizens.”139 At a gathering 
of his fraternity brothers, held off campus, Daniel spoke even stronger words of praise: “Who 
would have predicted that the sit-in activity of four college students [on] February 1, 1960 
would begin a chain of events which have caused the walls of Jericho to start tumbling down 
in some areas.”140 If Daniel faced pressure by state officials to stifle activism by those on his 
campus, he refused to discipline students or sanction staff members like David Gunter who 
were actively involved in the sit-ins. Instead, he kept an eye on their efforts and directed his 
attention toward ensuring that the students received a high quality education while attending 
VSC, where they also enjoyed a protective environment that insulted them from the racial 
discrimination that pervaded life outside the campus gates. 
                                                
138 Daniel, “President’s Closing Address to the Student Body,” 19 May 1960. 
 
139 Daniel, “College Chapel Assembly,” 2 February 1961, Folder 14, Box 5, RPD. When the college was asked 
to send a student representative to the VTA Association annual dinner in November 1960, the administration 
elected to send Foster B. Miles, an active participant in the sit-ins. Miles accepted the “Distinguished Service 
Award” on behalf of the VSC student body for their participation in the movement. Daniel used the occasion of 
the spring semester’s first chapel service to present the award to the entire student body.  
 
140 Daniel, “Dawn of Space Age Adds to Electronics Growth,” Alpha Phi Alpha “Education for Citizenship” 
Vesper Service, 29 April 1962, Savannah State College, Georgia, Folder 8, Box 5, RPD [underline in original]. 
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 Daniel also sought to translate the goals of the sit-in movement to white audiences, 
who had invited him to speak as a kind of interracial diplomat. To a class on “minority 
problems” at the University of Richmond, Daniel explained that the sit-ins represented an 
effort by young African Americans who, facing a different set of circumstances than their 
parents, sought to meet “head on” the unwillingness of white Southerners to change. Unlike 
the generation before them, black college students of the 1960s had seen members of their 
race achieve a great deal, fight in two world wars for freedom, and, yet, experience the 
repeated denial of their rights as citizens. Accordingly, Daniel explained, “The Negro…is 
now willing to sacrifice to achieve his goal….[N]othing will deter him.” Solidarity in 
numbers, Daniel continued, also helped to explain the current groundswell of activity on the 
part of black college students, for “the movement is bigger than any one person or 
institution.”141  
 Daniel's feeling that he played the mediator between African Americans in Petersburg 
and white segregationists certainly suggested that he faced unique constraints as a state 
employee. But his decision to remain on the sidelines and leave the youth to their own 
devices was a position taken by other leaders of his generation. At times, Daniel and the 
leaders in the Virginia NAACP, many of whom had been there since the 1930s, tried to shape 
and advise the students' movement.142 For the most part, however, they played a supportive 
role. They offered legal counsel, financial backing, and largely stayed out of the students' 
                                                
141 Daniel, “Statement Presented to Class in Minority Problems,” University of Richmond, 9 April 1960. 
 
142 Daniel, for example, reminded the students that they should “be smart,” “hold their tempers,” and not “hurt 
the college.” He also discouraged them from shaming other students or members of the community who were 
non-participants in the movement. Daniel, “President’s Closing Address to the Student Body,” 19 May 1960. 
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way.143 The sit-in movement was the students' generational moment, just as uniting behind a 
robust legal agenda seeking to dismantle segregation had proven a defining moment for 
Daniel. Daniel expounded on the differences between his generation's struggle and that of his 
students in an address given to commemorate Negro History Week at Bluefield State College 
in West Virginia one year after the sit-ins had begun. Grounded in a long battle for freedom 
against slavery and segregation, the youth sit-in movement was the latest phase in African 
Americans’ “struggle for human dignity,” Daniel explained. Unlike the NAACP-backed 
effort to overturn the legal underpinnings of segregation, however, the students' movement 
was about asserting African Americans' status as first-class human beings, not just as equal 
citizens under the law. If Daniel's generation had focused on an impersonal fight before the 
judiciary for a changed interpretation of the Constitution, his students waged a personal battle 
for equality; they put themselves on the line to force others to recognize their full 
humanity.144  
 Daniel did not join students on the protest lines, but he certainly echoed their calls for 
human dignity. By continuing to work for institutional change measured in brick and mortar, 
dollars and cents, Daniel challenged inequities in public education throughout the 1960s. In 
addition to working to expand and improve Virginia State, Daniel lobbied in Washington for 
equal funding of historically black colleges on the grounds that states should not appropriate 
                                                
143 Daugherity, Keep On Keeping On, 81-82. The Virginia NAACP’s support for the student sit-in movement 
stood in contrast to the national organization, whose leaders sought to try to control the students’ movement, 
fearing that it would eclipse their position as the leading civil rights organization.  
 
144 Daniel, “The Struggle for Human Dignity,” Commemorating Negro History Week at Bluefield State 
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federal funds in a racially discriminatory manner.145 He also played a key role organizing the 
privately funded and Kennedy administration-supported Prince Edward County Free School 
Association, which provided schooling for black youth displaced by Virginia’s decision to 
close schools rather than desegregate them from 1959 to 1963.146 That Daniel emerged a 
sidelines supporter of the sit-ins, like Alfonso Elder at North Carolina College, cuts against 
the stereotype of the black college president as an accommodationist who possessed 
insufficient power and courage to stand up to state officials who insisted on putting down 
student protest. As “mediators,” presidents like Daniel and Elder “kept the institution 
running,” and in so doing, nurtured a supportive space in which activist students and faculty 






                                                
145 Daniel, “President’s Address in Chapel,” 7 February 1962, Folder 15, Box 5, RPD; “Press Release re: 25th 
annual convention of Virginia State Conference of the NAACP,” October 1960, Folder: 001501-019-0317, 
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 In the early 1960s, students at both North Carolina College and Virginia State College 
stood at the frontlines of direct action protests to desegregate numerous off-campus facilities 
in Durham and Petersburg, including lunch counters, movie theatres, hotels, and bus 
terminals. Their boycotts, sit-ins, and marches peaked in the spring of 1963 as freedom 
fighters throughout the nation watched violence unfold in Birmingham, Alabama, where 
Police Commissioner Bull Connor turned police dogs and fire hoses on black youth 
peacefully demonstrating against segregation. Media coverage of the mass arrests and police 
brutality in Birmingham encouraged African Americans in Durham to ramp up their local 
campaign in May. Hundreds of students and community members gathered at the NCC 
campus to march toward downtown, ready to launch an “all-out drive for desegregation.” On 
May 19, local civil rights groups in conjunction with the NAACP and CORE had organized 
4,000 to 5,000 demonstrators, the vast majority of whom were black women and girls. They 
targeted the restaurant at Howard Johnson’s, which remained segregated despite previous 
protests. In the largest demonstration in city history, NCC student protesters sat down in the 
restaurant’s parking lot and refused to move. Knowing they could rely on legal assistance 
from lawyers like Floyd McKissick, the students filled the jails as local whites attacked 
African Americans who had taken to the streets to express solidarity with those arrested. 
Durham’s public officials, including the newly elected mayor, Wense Grabarek, hoped to 
avoid the violence and publicity that had erupted in Birmingham and showed a willingness to 
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negotiate with protesters to bring an end to segregation in the city. By the fall of 1963, 90 
percent of local dining establishments—including restaurants and motels—had 
desegregated.1  
 The movement in Southside Virginia also accelerated in the spring of 1963, but the 
accompanying violence in the region tracked closely with the levels exhibited in 
Birmingham. In June, black protesters with high school and college students among them 
marched to demand the employment of African Americans in municipal jobs in Danville and 
an end to segregation in the city’s public facilities. On “Bloody Monday,” white officers beat 
the protesters with clubs and used fire hoses to disperse the crowd. Rev. Wyatt Walker 
argued that police brutality here was actually worse than in Alabama. Meanwhile, Herbert 
Coulton, a former VSC student, and David Gunter, a VSC staff member, launched a voter 
registration campaign in the Petersburg area with the backing of the Southern Regional 
Council’s Voter Education Project. The prohibitive poll tax and registrar’s sporadic hours 
meant that just 1,270 of 8,600 eligible African Americans were registered to vote in 
Dinwiddie County. In the summer and fall of 1963, Coulton and his SCLC associates worked 
with local people in churches, women’s civic clubs, and black businesses to register voters 
throughout Virginia’s Black Belt; they increased the number of black voters by as much as 
33 percent in some locations, which was no small feat in a region known for its efforts to 
disfranchise African Americans.2   
																																																						
1 Christina Greene, Our Separate Ways: Women and the Black Freedom Movement in Durham, North Carolina 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2005), 90-95; Robert R. Korstad and James L. Leloudis, To 
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2 Simon Hall, “Civil Rights Activism in 1960s Virginia,” Journal of Black Studies 38 (2007), 253-254, 256-259. 
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elementary education, but he withdrew due to financial difficulties. After serving in the Korean War, he 
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 By the mid-1960s, their successful campaigns notwithstanding, student activists 
experienced extreme frustration with the mountains left to climb, the constant news of racial 
violence, and the wanton killing of freedom fighters. Students became increasingly 
disillusioned with the ideas of desegregation and nonviolence, and they began to rethink their 
goals and methods. Martha Biondi, a historian of the black student movement, has written 
that these turbulent years “brought the limits of American racial liberalism to the fore, 
sparking a crisis that pushed many activists to consider more radical strategies and 
philosophies.”3 Black student activism by the decade’s midpoint had returned once more to 
focus on the black college campus; activists moved away from efforts to persuade white 
Americans to embrace racial equality and toward the movement for black power. Inspired by 
powerful speakers like Malcolm X and struggles for independence in Africa, black students 
both on historically white and historically black campuses began to form black nationalist 
organizations. At predominantly white institutions, the black student organizations, known as 
“black student unions,” demanded the hiring of black faculty and staff; organized study 
groups to read black history; celebrated black culture; and fostered a sense of solidarity 
among black students, many of whom felt isolated on campus. At historically black 
institutions, black student organizations mobilized against white paternalist leadership from 
boards of trustees; demanded more courses in black history; and protested against draconian 
rules and regulations, particularly those that punished student activism. SNCC leader Stokely 
Carmichael, who called for “black power” in the summer of 1966, became a spokesperson 
for the student activists on black campuses as they emphasized black unity and self-
																																																						
returned to Petersburg and got involved with the movement. See Herbert V. Coulton with James Daniely, In the 
Shadow of Giants, Llumina Press, 2011), 6-7. 
 
3 Martha Biondi, The Black Revolution on Campus (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2012), 16. 
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determination and called for their institutions to become instruments for grassroots change in 
black communities.4 
Students at North Carolina College participated in the early days of the “black 
campus movement,” a term that historian Ibram Kendi has used to distinguish the black 
student movement at HBCUs. They urged their administration to revamp campus governance 
to empower students and improve the poor conditions of campus buildings and facilities. On 
March 19, 1965, students at NCC picketed on campus, holding signs that said, “Human 
Rights! Civil Rights! What about Student Rights?” The student newspaper, the Campus 
Echo, had become an important arm of the black campus movement and carried news of the 
“student revolt.”5 Newspaper editor Charles Clinton and Student Government Association 
(SGA) President Charles Daye led a boycott of classes and encouraged their fellow students 
to refuse to dine in the cafeteria or sleep in the dormitories to protest the cramped and 
crumbling quarters. The student leaders successfully petitioned the administration to extend 
curfew hours for female students, increase the student government budget, and establish a 
student-led judicial system.6 In spite of these achievements, Daye continued as SGA 
President to press for student rights. In his “State of the Campus” speech in 1966, he declared 
the campus to be in a state of “great revolution,” wherein the students sought to “overthrow 
the system of ideas that refuse to permit us to grow into adulthood. If our college 
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administration spent greater time administering and less time trying to baby-sit…Negro 
colleges would not be so far behind.”7  
In 1969, at the height of the black campus movement, students from the recently 
renamed North Carolina Central University joined HBCU students across the region in 
calling for a “Black University” that produced graduates connected to African American 
history and culture and who felt a responsibility to the “black masses.” The antipoverty work 
that NCCU students had been engaged in since 1965 reflected this sentiment well. Working 
with community organizer and black power activist Howard Fuller, NCCU students built 
relationships with black Durhamites living in poverty and assisted local residents in securing 
fair and affordable housing, daycare for their children, and a representative voice in local 
politics.8 Students at NCCU also fostered ties with fellow black students at A&T in 
Greensboro, who were in the process of founding the Student Organization for Black Unity 
(SOBU) to look beyond black communities in North Carolina to the liberation struggles of 
black people in Africa. Black college students strived increasingly to coordinate their protest 
across campus lines by their collective outrage against the indiscriminate killing of black 
youth by white police officers and the United States government’s imperialist war in 
Vietnam.9  
																																																						
7 Daye, quoted in Kendi, The Black Campus Movement, 148. Charles Daye went on to graduate from Columbia 
Law School in 1969 before returning to North Carolina in 1972 as the first African American tenure-track 
professor at the University of North Carolina Law School. See “Charles Edward Daye, Henry Brandis Professor 
of Law Emeritus,” University of North Carolina School of Law, accessed 12 February 2018, 
http://www.law.unc.edu/faculty/directory/dayecharlesedward/.  
 
8 On the idea of the “Black University,” see Kendi, The Black Campus Movement, 112; and Biondi, The Black 
Revolution on Campus, 33-35. On Howard Fuller’s antipoverty work with Operation Breakthrough, an initiative 
financed by the North Carolina Fund, see Korstad and Leloudis, To Right These Wrongs, 178-197. 
 
9 Biondi, The Black Revolution on Campus, 32-38, 234-235; Korstad and Leloudis, To Right These Wrongs, 
326-327. 
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Students in Durham also mounted resistance to the increasing pressure to desegregate 
their campus. They targeted NCCU President Albert N. Whiting, who, they charged, had 
hired too many unqualified white faculty members. The students continued to employ the 
Campus Echo as the voice of their struggle, and in 1971 they published a front-page article 
asking, “Is NCCU a Black School?” In response, Whiting withdrew funding from the 
newspaper after student reporters refused to cease publishing what he deemed “anti-white” 
articles. The students with the support of lawyers from the University of North Carolina sued 
Whiting for violating their first amendment rights. Although the president had quietly 
supported the students’ activism off-campus, he deeply resented the internal criticism 
launched at him from his own student body.10 
The black campus movement unfolded in a similar way at Virginia State College. 
Beginning in the summer of 1965, VSC students joined a statewide, interracial coalition 
known as the Virginia Students’ Civil Rights Committee (VSCRC), which drew inspiration 
from Mississippi Freedom Summer to register voters, build community centers, and increase 
African Americans’ access to medical care in Southside Virginia. The black students in the 
coalition, like VSC’s Lucious “Duke” Edwards, had begun to embrace the black power 
movement and see the participation of white students as a hindrance to their organizing work, 
particularly as local people in Southside expressed hesitancy in their interactions with white 
students. By the fall of 1966, the diverging interests of its membership had led the VSCRC to 
wind down, with VSC students interested in black nationalism turning their energies 
elsewhere.11  
																																																						
10 Bishop, “Civil Rights and Race Relations in Durham and in the State,” 78-79; Kendi, The Black Campus 
Movement, 85. 
 
11 Hall, “Civil Rights Activism in 1960s Virginia,” 260-262. 
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The quest to turn Virginia State into a “Black University” began in earnest when the 
student body gathered in a mass meeting on March 22, 1968, and presented the 
administration with a twenty-page list of grievances. Hundreds of concerns about the 
curriculum, student welfare, and social restrictions predominated. The students’ demands 
were campus-specific but bore a striking resemblance to the lists produced by black college 
students elsewhere. They called for additional music courses that featured black artists, 
literature classes with black authors, and geography courses that looked beyond Western 
Europe to Russia and the nations of Africa. They insisted, “Negro History should not be an 
elective,” asking “How many of our students are familiar with…Toussant L’Overture?” VSC 
students also wanted improvements to the campus facilities, including better quality food in 
the cafeteria and more sanitary conditions in the dormitories. “Rodents and roaches are a 
hazard,” they exclaimed. Echoing demands their predecessors had made in the 1930s, the 
students called for more lenient rules and regulations, including extended curfews and fewer 
restrictions on female students. They desired the facilities on their campus to match the 
quality available at predominantly white institutions, and they wanted their school to reflect 
the goals of the black power movement. “The college should make a greater effort to involve 
the community” the students demanded, and they called for the establishment of a 
“Community Affairs Institute.”12  
Several of the students’ visions became reality under the new administration of James 
Franklin Tucker, who became VSC’s seventh president upon the death of Robert Daniel in 
1968. The campus saw new buildings constructed and two centers for community-based 
																																																						
12 Student Government Association, “Special Demands Endorsed by the Entire Student Body,” 27 March 1968, 
Folder 8, Box 14, Records of the President—Robert P. Daniel, University Archives, Johnston Memorial 
Library, Virginia State University, Petersburg, Virginia. 
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research formed. By 1970, however, students had grown outraged at President Tucker, who 
they perceived to be supportive of a state proposal to “merge” the School of Agriculture at 
VSC with the School of Agriculture at the predominantly white Virginia Polytechnic 
Institute. Nothing came of the state’s attempt to achieve desegregation by closing the 
agriculture program at VSC, but the students nevertheless campaigned for Tucker’s 
dismissal, accusing him of keeping them “in the dark” on the matter. After students marched 
to his home, yelled obscenities, and burned what appeared to be an effigy, President Tucker 
resigned. The student body desired an administrator who shared their vision of transforming 
Virginia State into a high-quality, unapologetically black university that empowered student 
leaders, provided aid to black communities, and resisted the oversight of white 
powerbrokers.13 
 Student efforts in the 1960s and 1970s to build institutions in Durham and Petersburg 
that reflected the goals of the black power movement echo the struggles of a previous 
generation of students who demanded improved conditions and expanded rights in the 1930s. 
As this dissertation has shown, students throughout these decades engaged in a continuous 
struggle to shape their colleges into institutions that would prepare them for the world 
beyond campus—a world that denied them full citizenship. The students’ methods and tactics 
changed and evolved, and their centers of focus shifted to fit the priorities of the moment 
from their efforts to establish a student government and control the campus newspaper, to 
their legal struggles to secure equal access to historically white institutions, to their protests 
off-campus against segregation in public accommodations. In each phase, they served as 
																																																						
13 Edgar Toppin, Loyal Sons and Daughters: Virginia State University, 1882 to 1992 (Norfolk: Pictorial 
Heritage Publishing Company, 1992), 135-139; Kendi, The Black Campus Movement, 112-113; Biondi, The 
Black Revolution on Campus, 33-35. The two community-based research centers were the Bureau of Economic 
Research and Development and the Children’s Development Center. 
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change agents in a “long black student movement” that effectively linked their struggles for 
freedom on- and off-campus.  
The black campus movement also reveals that the historically black institution 
remained a site of contestation where multiple constituencies tried to shape the institution’s 
purpose to their ends. Tensions between students and administrators had evolved but retained 
central themes. Students opposed in loco parentis policies that regarded them as children; 
they rejected Eurocentric history and literature courses and demanded a curriculum that 
featured black artists and intellectuals.14 Administrators remained under pressure to keep 
their campuses in line from white state officials and trustees who feared the black power 
movement and considered its aims separatist, violent, and anti-American. Students, in turn, 
insisted that administrators stand up to white power structures that denied them critical 
resources, like decent dormitories, quality food services, and up-to-code buildings. In spite of 
the tensions between them, the HBCU administrators tasked with negotiating the terms of 
desegregation with white public officials and the students who insisted on improvements to 
black universities shared common goals. They wanted to preserve, strengthen, and prevent 
black institutions from becoming casualties of desegregation. 
The many individuals who studied and worked at historically black colleges held 
varying interpretations of the institutions’ meaning, but they could all agree on the 
importance of the institutions to African Americans. From the imposition of Jim Crow 
segregation laws to the advent of the black power movement, historically black colleges 
																																																						
14 Biondi, The Black Revolution on Campus, 30-31. Members of black campus communities, particularly 
professors, had succeeded in building a curriculum rich in black history and culture in the 1930s. Demands to 
re-center black artists and intellectuals in general education courses taught at black institutions in the 1960s and 
1970s indicate that curricula had shifted in the intervening period. Historian Martha Biondi, relying on the 
reflections of black college administrators, argues that a combination of optimism surrounding desegregation, 
postwar affluence, and political repression in the 1950s led black institutions to integrate the study of black 
history and culture into broader course offerings. 
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served as symbols of resilience and pride in African American communities as well as 
incubators for resistance against white supremacy in broader society. Decades of neglect at 
the hands of white state officials prohibited these institutions from reaching their full 
potential and achieving many of the aims articulated by the black campus movement. 
Southern states increased funding for historically black institutions in the early 1970s as a 
means of complying with a new round of litigation that targeted de facto segregation in 
higher education. Under orders from the federal Office of Civil Rights, the states attempted 
to equalize resources between predominantly white and predominantly black institutions 
within their public education systems, but this infusion of funds could not make up for the 
historic and chronic underfunding of black institutions.15 
As I write, the struggle for equality at historically black institutions continues. 
Numerous HBCUs face the possibility of closure and since 2013, several HBCUs have 
succumbed to financial and political pressures to shut their doors.16 The public officials who 
advocate closing HBCU campuses have shown little regard for the link between “low 
performance” and a system of public higher education that decoupled desegregation from 
																																																						
15 For background on federal orders to desegregate higher education in the 1970s, including a discussion of the 
Adams v. Richardson (1972) decision, see William Link, William Friday: Power, Purpose, and American 
Higher Education (Chapel Hill: UNC Press, 1995), 252-262. By 1974, as a result of these developments, the 
public systems of higher education in North Carolina and Virginia were charged with eliminating duplicate 
programs that encouraged segregation and equalizing funding between their traditionally black institutions 
(TBIs) and traditionally white institutions (TWIs) by 1976.  
 
16 In 2014, state officials in South Carolina proposed to close South Carolina State University for two years 
from 2015-2017 due to persistent indebtedness. The same year, the North Carolina State Senate hatched a plan 
to close Elizabeth City State University due to declining enrollment. In 2015, the private Knoxville College in 
Tennessee suspended classes and then shut its doors permanently. See Andrew Shain, “How the State, Leaders 
Failed SC State,” The State (Columbia, SC), 8 March 2014, accessed 1 March 2018, 
https://www.thestate.com/news/local/education/article13841033.html; Jane Stancil, “NC Senate Amendment 
Drops Provision to Close ECSU,” Raleigh News and Observer Under the Dome, 30 May 2014, accessed 1 
November 2014, http://www.newsobserver.com/2014/05/30/3899401_senate-amendment-drops-ecsu-
provision.html?rh=1); and Ernie Suggs, “17 HBCUs that Didn’t Make It,” myAJC, Atlanta Journal and 
Constitution, 1 February 2018, accessed 1 March 2018, https://www.myajc.com/news/local/hbcus-that-didn-
make/BnmRJgnxwnBV8yXqqtsWcP/ 
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budgetary equalization. Problems at HBCUs have been signs not of institutional failure but 
rather products of a long history of neglect, in which HBCUs have been underfunded and 
under-resourced. Despite protests to the contrary from HBCU administrators, faculty, 
students, and alumni, some still question whether there a need for historically black colleges 
exists in today’s society. As this dissertation has shown, historically black colleges have 
played a pivotal role not only in educating vast numbers of African Americans over the 
course of two centuries but providing them with the knowledge, tools, and confidence to 
confront racial discrimination in broader society. In 1935, W. E. B. Du Bois argued that we 
must continue to invest in black education until African Americans can enjoy integrated 
classrooms that regard them as truly equal human beings. While numerous academic 
opportunities exist for college-bound youth regardless of skin color, the fact remains that 
stark inequalities and racial discrimination also persist in higher education. This dissertation 
documents the critical importance of historically black colleges to generations past. The 
stories within are no less inspirational today, as they remind us of how African Americans 
breathed life into educational institutions once intended to limit their potential and used them 
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